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ABSTRACT
This qualitative research study used a thematic approach and semi-structured interviews to
explore the phenomenon of Channel Overload. The Cybernetic Tradition frames the study and
Systems Theory guides the data analysis and the fundamental underpinnings of how
communication functions. Systems Theory is used as the guiding theory as it provides a
framework to evaluate how different systems work together, influencing each other and creating
noise. This study shows the impact of Channel Overload on individuals and organizations.
Further implications include concepts of organizational Channel Overload and suggest the need
for internal strategic organizational communication policies to protect people and organizations
from the adverse effects of Channel Overload. Future studies that examine Channel Overload
should examine the impact of interventions and could include case studies and ethnographic
studies examining the consequences of internal strategic organizational communication policy
implementation.
Keywords: computer-mediated-communication, Channel Overload, Systems Theory,
organizational communication
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
This study focuses on the channel stage of the communication process, defined as the
medium or conduit that communication travels through from sender to receiver (Dunn &
Goodnight, 2019; Ma, 2015). Messages can be interrupted by noise, creating miscommunication,
missed messages, and as a result, lower-quality relationships (Baym, 2015; Shannon & Weaver,
1963; Tuten & Solomon, 2018). In more specific terms, this study is primarily concerned with
the noise created by Channel Overload and how it impacts communicators in an organizational
setting.
Overview
Humans now live in a global web of interconnected mediums that, for all their power and
value, can create their own unique kind of interference with the communication process, which is
referred to as Channel Overload. Channel Overload occurs when the sheer volume of
communication channels creates its own interference or noise (Cho et al., 2011). Shannon and
Weaver (1963) proposed a communication model built upon senders, channels, and receivers.
The Shannon and Weaver Model (1963) was designed for use in the telecommunications
industry and has been widely adopted by scholars to explain the communication process (Baym,
2015; Griffin et al., 2017).
Communicators have more mediums than at any point in human history, with various
methods to generate and consume messages. Communication scholars know that more
communication does not improve every situation. However, communication scholarship does not
stop software companies from developing more channels to help users communicate in new and
better ways. New communication products that are released without the removal of others can
lead to an overwhelming amount of information across many channels that can inhibit effective
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communication, especially in organizational settings (Cho et al., 2011; Kunert et al., 2022;
Thomson et al., 2018).
When individuals are connected via many channels, it can be difficult to completely
disconnect and separate work and life, even when the imbalance creates problems such as
reduced performance and breakdowns in communication (Thomson et al., 2018). Workplace
imbalance can be exacerbated by managers and leaders who do not personally manage their
communication well or who have unrealistic expectations of their employees. Organizations that
fail to ensure that communication does not contribute to an imbalance should expect their
workers to suffer from work-life balance issues, even with established working hours (Shi et al.,
2021). For many, communication about professional or business matters is viewed as something
for which employees should be compensated, and the duties and responsibilities completed in
exchange for wages or profit as something that occurs within a specific band of time (van
Zoonen et al., 2020). Protecting the distinction between personal and professional
communication windows could prevent Channel Overload from enveloping other problem areas.
Phone calls, emails, office memos, and newer Computer Mediated Communication like
Microsoft Teams, Slack, and other collaboration software have replaced older methods of
coordinating efforts in an organization (Eisenberg et al., 2019; Kunert et al., 2022). Computer
Mediated Communication (CMC) is any form of communication that uses computer technology
in the encoding or decoding process (Baym, 2015). There are a wide variety of well-marketed
tools, such as Slack, Microsoft Team, and Facebook Messenger, marketed for small group
communication. These systems allow users to collaborate in various ways, including group
messaging, individual messaging, shared documents, shared files, and video conferencing.
Organizations that leverage new technology may gain a competitive advantage over their
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organizational peers (Kotter, 2012). Firms that develop these new systems are hard at work,
creating new features and platforms far more quickly than scholars can study new trends.
Chapter One explores the problem of Channel Overload along with its background,
historical change, and recent scholarship on communication. It covers organizational, cultural,
and individual challenges for modern workers, work-life balance, and challenges for
organizations and presents the problem of Channel Overload in its historical and cultural context.
The next sections present an outline of communication channels and a definition of the terms
channel and Channel Overload. A brief explanation of the reasons for conducting this study and
the researcher's philosophical assumptions and research paradigm are also discussed. Chapter
One ends with the problem statement, purpose statement, research questions, and definitions.
Channel Overload, a problem that goes by many names, is pervasive, prevalent, and potentially
getting worse as new CMCs are developed and launched to solve a problem only too much
communication could have created.
21st Century Organizational Communication
Due to globalization and the need for instant communication that has become an industry
mainstay, businesses today face competition from every front (Kotter, 2012). Organizations can
no longer rely on their location as an advantage due to global changes in supply chains and
shipping speeds. Organizational supply chain problems are especially relevant for organizations
that provide products for sale. Additionally, the internet has changed how people shop.
Organizations like Amazon, Wal-Mart, and other large chains that can offer rapid delivery are
pushing more and more consumers to rely on speedy delivery (Griffin et al., 2017). Therefore, it
is necessary to review communication in organizational, managerial, and worker contexts.
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Organizational Communication Context
Many organizations are now centering communication efforts on CMC (Hendrickx &
Picone, 2020). CMC leverages the latest technology to allow organizations to move faster,
optimize, and adapt in new ways. The concept has changed the way that organizations present
themselves toward consumers or clients. For example, in the news industry, organizations are
placing digital content online at the same time as it is released via print newspapers (Hendrickx
& Picone, 2020). Disruptive organizational communication change has forced print and digital
teams to work together and in some cases combine as change unfolds. There is still a market for
print newspapers but, with viewership declining, media teams are increasing digital-first
(Hendrickx & Picone, 2020).
Small group communication is also one of the primary ways individuals navigate, build,
and coordinate their efforts, relationships, and workflow within an organization (Zhang & Huai,
2016). Organizational communication is the foundation from which all organizational
relationships are built and the most essential factor in how teams, groups, and leadership
collaborate (Griffin et al., 2017; Kotter, 2012; Pemartín et al., 2018). Relationships are created
through repeated interactions and are experienced via communication channels. The proper
foundation of any given team is both constructed and sustained by the sum of all group
communications, meaning that channel choices are relationship choices. The next section
highlights how managers deal with communication channels.
Managerial Communication Context
Communication is the primary way that relationships are built. Developing strong
intragroup communication skills has a significant impact on how well the group can accomplish
its stated goals (Stewart, 2012). With the rapid change created by internet-mediated
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communication and the local market's expansion to a global market, it is no longer sufficient for
managers and teams to communicate exclusively via traditional systems such as interoffice
memos, in-person meetings, and phone calls. It is not enough for groups to connect via copresent meetings, as the speed of information has translated to a change in the decision-making
process (Gu et al., 2016). Face-to-face meetings are no longer frequent enough to manage the
external change shaping the environment. Decisions must be made rapidly to keep up with the
competition, meaning that new methods of communication must be leveraged for an organization
to remain competitive. Delaying conversations until all parties are co-present slows down the
rate of adaptation to the point that decisions are delayed beyond effect. Put simply, the pace of
industry has sped the decision-making process to the point where groups must collaborate
outside of meetings to ensure deadlines are reached (Kochar et al., 2018).
Worker Communication Context
Organizational communication challenges such as those previously mentioned leave the
current workers in a new position, with greater demands for their time and attention outside
traditional work shifts. In the centuries since the Industrial Revolution, as more of the workforce
has transitioned to work outside of or away from the home, workers have had to collaborate with
supervisors, peers, and subordinates via many mediums. This eventually created the problem
faced by modern workers who have a wide variety of channels but little control over how and
when specific channels are made available for their use.
Communication between co-workers at all organizational levels often occurs before,
during, and after traditional working hours creating new stress, especially in those seeking to
strike a work-life balance (Raja & Stein, 2014). One of the many challenges associated with this
change is that workers do not control the means of communication (Kunert et al., 2022; Yan,
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2021). Individuals, organizations, and the public all work together with the tools available to
them to connect and overcome the issues associated with communication change, leaving
workers, especially those in developing nations, struggling (Kunert et al., 2022). In order to
properly examine the impact channels have on organizations and individuals, the next section
will consider channels, models, and channel use in detail.
Channels, Models, and Use
Channels were used in the Shannon and Weaver (1963) model as the medium through
which communication travels. Channels transmit a message from a sender to a receiver and are a
vital part of the communication process. When Shannon and Weaver (1963) developed their
Mathematical Theory of Communication, there were fewer channels to study. Current
communicators have many options and can communicate via face-to-face interaction, phone
calls, email, text messaging, letters, and through many methods of CMC. Bridges are used to
connect two points, and specifically two groups of people. Channels are like bridges, used to
connect two locations through shared meaning. In essence, channels are the bridge between two
(or more) communicating individuals or groups and are used to share messages over time and
distance. Channels can either be synchronous, such as co-present communication, phone calls,
and video-conferencing, or asynchronous, such as email, text messages, faxes, and letters.
Communication Models
The Shannon and Weaver (1963) communication model explains how communication
moves from the sender to receiver, as shown in Figure 1.

7
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
Figure 1

The Shannon-Weaver Model of Communication
In Figure 1, noise is shown as interrupting the channel stage. This study proposes that
Channel Overload is a type of noise created by the myriad of channels stepping on each other.
Channel Overload is thus a state of communication overload that generates its own type of noise,
leaving miscommunication and damaged relationships in its wake.
Other communication models include the Sender-Message-Channel-Receiver developed
by Berlo (1960) and the Transactional Model developed by Barnlund (1970). These models vary
in how different aspects of noise and feedback are exchanged between senders and receivers.
The primary difference that sets Barnlund’s (1970) Transactional Model apart from the ShannonWeaver (1963) and the Berlo (1960) models is how feedback is incorporated. Barnlund’s (1970)
Transactional Model of Communication built upon the Shannon-Weaver (1963) model to
showcase the varying ways that feedback, cues, and noise interrupt the message. In the
Transactional Model of Communication, shown in Figure 2, noise is unavoidable, and effective
communication requires receivers to transcend noise to grasp what is being communicated fully.
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Figure 2

The Transactional Model of Communication
Each of these communication theories accounts for the way that noise is managed. In the
Shannon-Weaver (1963) model, noise impacts the channel. In the Barnlund (1970) model, noise
is everywhere, potentially impacting each aspect of feedback and interrupting the communication
process at any stage, including the decoding or meaning-making phase of communication.
Because of the complexity inherent in the problem of Channel Overload it is important to
properly define the term channel.
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Channel Defined
Shannon and Weaver (1963) defined the term channel as “merely the medium used to
transmit the signal from transmitter to receiver” (p. 33). Their definition needs to expand, as
communication has changed significantly since their era. Herriott (1997) describes a channel in
broader terms, using the term channel not to assess an independent system but rather a stream of
connection between two points in a communication system. Channels, to Herriott (1997) are not
individual paths but the concept of the path itself; for example, he was concerned not with a
specific billboard but the concept of billboards themselves. In even simpler terms, Littlejohn et
al. (2017) use the term channel and medium or media interchangeably. Dutta-Bergman (2004), a
communication researcher who studied channels in crises, took the same position as Littlejohn et
al. (2017). Further distinction has recently emerged, as McGloin et al. (2022) as well as Lai and
Tang (2021) continue the use of the term alongside other synonyms in their research.
This study considers how channels impact organizations and individuals and
differentiates channels instead of grouping them into common groups. For example, text
messaging services will be considered separate channels instead of being considered a group.
Social media platforms will be examined individually, not as a medium block. To that end, a
working definition that will be used throughout this study is needed. Current channels are more
complex than those evaluated by Shannon and Weaver (1963) due to the sharp increase in
communication channels in the 21st century.
Media is no longer bound by one channel, and it is entirely possible that the sender may
transmit a message via a single channel only to have it picked up and converted by other
channels. As more people use cellphones for their primary interaction with the internet and each
other, media transmitted initially via other means is formatted and delivered through
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applications, websites, and other features on a smartphone. One example is voicemail
transcription, a service where audio recordings are translated to written text and delivered to the
receiver. Voicemail transcription is one example of media transmitted via one channel that is
received through a different channel, meaning that both parties do not always share channels in a
communication. Voicemail transcription and other CMC communication processes require a
more complex definition of the term channel than what was provided by Shannon and Weaver
(1963). The definition which will be used throughout this study: a channel is any medium
through which a message is transmitted from a sender or obtained by the receiver.
Background of the Study
Human communication has reached an all-time high in terms of volume, access, and
variety. Early humans communicated through oral communication until the invention of the
press. During the oral period of human communication, co-present person-to-person messages
were the only way to transmit messages (Ong, 1982). All communication was oral, which meant
that all knowledge was shared through the oral tradition. Over time rudimentary methods of
inscribing messages, signs, and symbols developed, and humans slowly learned to preserve their
ideas, particularly the essential ideas of those in power (Fischer, 2001). Scholars from early
cultures taught successive generations how to encode and interpret their messages. However,
these messages were still closely held by a tiny group of literate members of society (Ong, 1982).
Exploring history allows researchers to acknowledge how, due to accessible technology,
channels have morphed and multiplied.
Communication Throughout History
While some cultures developed writing long before others, most people did not have
access to written knowledge until the development of the printing press in 1440 (Hänska, 2021;

11
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
Lehman-Haupt, 2020; Ong, 1982). The printing press changed the way people communicated by
dramatically lowering the cost of literacy and spreading knowledge from the upper class to the
middle class, driving up literacy rates in the process. Furthermore, the printing press created the
opportunity for education to move from an oral tradition where the privileged few held
knowledge to a written tradition where knowledge is available to the literate population in
society. The printing press ushered in a new era of communication. It began a process that
fundamentally transformed how humans engaged in communication and was an essential
prerequisite to digital communication. Digital communication is built upon literacy and largescale access to human knowledge. Skills and techniques are now shared by written instructions
frequently translated from a source language to others. Literacy is required for most people in
written and digital cultures to navigate the world (Ong, 1982).
While many outdated communication methods are no longer commonplace, such as the
telegraph and long-form public discourse, information is still shared via meetings, memos,
emails, phone calls, formal speeches, and mail. These systems are all still in place, and many are
redundant because of CMCs. Thomson et al. (2018) believe that adding more channels without
removing older methods will lead to negative consequences such as redundancy, reduced
organizational performance, burnout, and employee attrition. Add that to the new social media
methods, collaborative software, group messaging, video chat, and other forms, and information
overload, data smog, and other communication-related dysfunctions should be expected to occur.
Technological devices are specifically created to act as backpacks for multi-channel
communication as 21st-century communication is much more complicated, involving computers,
cellphones, and other hardware and software pieces with channels embedded in them. These
advancements were made possible by the rise of written communication, a prerequisite for all
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other forms of information sharing. Current learners develop most skills through reading or
others who learn skills through reading (Baym, 2015). Additionally, educators today face endless
demand from students and communities to incorporate digital teaching methods into instruction
(Cutajar, 2019). Scholars no longer pass down knowledge through the oral tradition but instead
codify their knowledge in books, which are then either read directly or read and taught directly to
future generations of learners. Physical books could be replaced by digital or eBooks, which
offer speed of delivery to students with internet classwork. Printed material, which was once the
dominant method of sharing ideas with others, has been replaced by digital communication. Like
all other aspects of communication, the process of knowledge transmission is in the middle of a
crucial period of change and growth.
Contemporary communicators now have access to tools and systems that can be used to
instantly share their ideas worldwide from their homes, with relatively little effort compared to
distributing printed messages (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). Social networking sites (SNSs) such as
YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and other social media platforms allow users to reach global
audiences (Ali et al., 2020). While algorithms shape what content is shown to users, the only real
impediments between communicators arise from technological barriers such as bandwidth or
access and language (Etter & Albu, 2021). When anyone can publish anything to everyone, the
limiting factor for a channel chosen by the recipient of a message is understanding, which is
determined by the receiver's language, maturity, and knowledge.
Digital platforms have changed how users interact with each other and content. In some
cases, new digital mediums have lowered the costs of communication. The ease of access,
creation, and delivery of communication created by digital platforms has released a flood of
available communication on most topics of interest to listeners. Digital culture has done for
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society today what print culture did in Gutenberg's day. News organizations can no longer
connect with their consumers via print and increasingly turn to SNSs to distribute their content
(Peterson-Salahuddin & Diakopoulos, 2020). While distributing content in print forms is much
more expensive than social platforms, SNS users demand higher and richer content, which
means that the effective cost is simply measured differently (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). The
following section outlines modern scholarship on human communication from Ong (1982),
McLuhan (1967), and Postman (1985).
20th Century Communication Thinkers
Some of the first significant research into digital communication came from scholars
identifying the changing landscape of media and how change impacts individuals, culture,
countries, and society (McLuhan, 1967; Postman, 1985; Ong, 1982). These authors responded to
the technological advances of previous generations, assuaged fears of technological determinists,
and offered suggestions on how future generations could engage with technology in meaningful
and productive ways. Communication technology brings many benefits, such as preserving ideas
via writing or transmitting messages around the globe via the internet. These benefits solve some
problems while creating others. Understanding the complexities of modern communication
requires understanding the field's history and current state. McLuhan (1967), Postman (1985),
and Ong (1982) introduced new ways of thinking about technology, communication, and the
future, and their ideas will be explored in-depth in the next section.
Marshall McLuhan's Message
McLuhan's (1964) most famous line, "the medium is the message" (p. 7), is a distillation
and summation of his philosophy of how humans are affected by mediums and the total impact
that communication has on those who experience it. While his contemporaries, Ong (1982) and
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Postman (1985), shared similar lines of thought, McLuhan's (1964) ideas about the impact of
mediums themselves are part of what makes his writing unique. According to McLuhan (2010),
mediums shape humans in fundamental ways that go far beyond the mere messages which
mediums carry. Mediums impart more to individuals than the simple message they convey and,
over time, shape humans to expect future messages to come in similar ways through similar
channels. To McLuhan (1964), the medium or channel was more critical due to the psychological
ramifications of the communication transaction than the message.
In the modern era, McLuhan (1967) sees everything as connected via the speed of light.
He speaks of the electric village, global city, and vast interconnectedness. McLuhan’s writing
was all before the creation of the internet, the cellphone, GPS, and other forms of instant digital
communication. Society has become more connected, but McLuhan also saw the inherent
disconnection that such connections could create. His vision of the future was of a wide-open
public square where everyone could connect, share ideas, and engage in public discourse. He
called the new public square the “global village” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 67). While his perspective
was that the future would be fundamentally different, he did not envision it as devoid of negative
consequences of the relentless march of technological advance.
McLuhan’s (1967) primary focus was on channels or mediums, as term that today would
encompass media delivery systems such as television, radio, newspapers, or 21st-century social
media. McLuhan argues that mediums, especially when they become the dominant message, are
infinitely more important now than ever before. Mediums shape minds and, through the process,
shape how thinking occurs and how humans communicate and respond to the communication of
others (McLuhan, 1967; Ong, 1982). Television made amusement the primary media function, as
an entire generation began to connect with the world through the images and ideas it presented
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(Postman, 1985). According to McLuhan's ideology, the message in that medium is that the chief
purpose is to be entertained. Hedonism is not a new concept, but the hedonistic nature of
television culture is unique. McLuhan addresses the sublimity of mediums, how mediums lower
guards, replace old structures, and remake humanity in an image ready to receive from them.
Understanding the sublimity of mediums in a time of great upheaval is critical to communication
scholars and to a certain extent to anyone who wishes to engage in critical thinking.
McLuhan's (1967) ideas about the global village are more relevant now than at the time
of his writing. He lived in a world of instant communication, but the current global village's
scale, speed, and constancy vastly outpace what he experienced. In 2022 the conversation never
stops. No one rests, and cultural rules are being rewritten at a pace that sociologists, historians,
politicians, and communications professionals cannot keep up with. What was acceptable ten
years ago could be political suicide today because of the changing rules, values, and culture.
Culture is changing now faster than ever before, and as McLuhan (1964) succinctly pointed out,
the global village and not the United States is the true cultural melting pot of the future.
McLuhan’s contribution to the field of communication cannot be overstated, and his work
provided a framework for future media scholars to critically examine how culture is shaped by
communication. The next section will highlight the work of Postman (1985), a prominent
communication scholar and social critic, who acknowledged the work of McLuhan (1967) while
making his mark on the field of communication.
Postman's Metaphor
According to Postman (1985), technology itself does not make life any fuller, more
complete, or more fulfilling. In many cases, according to Postman (1993), technology can take
things from people that make life more enjoyable, despite its constant promise of a better future.
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Postman’s (1993) description of technology and its impact on culture skillfully highlights three
phases of technological advancement, from tool-using, through technocracy, and into
technopoly. Tool-using cultures focus on tools and use them for a purpose but are not shaped by
the tools. Postman (1993) posits that technocracies result when technicians are political,
religious, or economic authority, and technopoly results when cultures find their value,
satisfaction, and authority in technology.
Postman's (1993) perspective on the advancement of technology focuses on what has
been lost instead of what society stands to gain. His work focuses on the drawbacks of
technopoly and technocracy and how these themes have shaped humanity over time. His work is
not about all the beautiful things society gains when technology spreads. He quickly admits that
birth survival rates, higher quality food storage, and other medical marvels are all good things
(Postman, 1993). But Postman considers what is lost, what is replaced, and what parts of culture
are given up when technology takes over and is the driving force that shapes culture.
Postman (1993) clearly understands that his critique of the media and other
communication technologies is often not received well. For example, when discussing the
concept and role of religion in modern society, Postman is keenly aware that he takes an overly
simplistic perspective, but for the sake of argument, reminds his readers that his position on the
value of religion is not relevant to the conversation that he is creating. When Postman declares
that technology has dramatically reduced the power of the church, he does so not as a critic of
the church, but to point out that the most powerful organization on earth surrendered not to rival
doctrines, rival cultures, or rival conquerors, but to the advance of technology. His point is that
technology has the power to unseat all human powers and that, left unchecked, it could continue
to topple the very culture that it was designed to support.
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Postman's (1985) position on culture in the mid-eighties was that American culture was
in the process of losing its ability to engage in critical thinking and civil discourse due to the way
mediums shaped the mind (p. 1). He clearly shared Ong’s (1982) and McLuhans’ (1964) beliefs
about the power, shape, and scope of impact mediums have on culture, but took it one step
further and called attention specifically to what America has lost because of the technological
advancements in his and previous generations. The chief medium he held responsibly was the
television set, and he lays the blame for its impact on advertisers, who provide entertainment in
exchange for attention.
It is difficult to explain what Postman (1985) meant outside of McLuhan's (1964)
aphorism on the power of mediums over messages because Postman uses McLuhan as a
foundation and claims that even McLuhan's critics could only be critics because of the tools that
McLuhan developed. To that end, Postman's amendment, as he calls it, or an extension as it
indeed appears, to McLuhan's (1964) quote "the medium is the message" (p. 7) is that the
"medium is the metaphor" (Postman, 1985, p. 3). By metaphor, Postman meant that mediums are
an extension of understanding, and mentally, a frame from which to understand the world. Ong
(1982), as I describe below, discussed the way the mind is formed. McLuhan focused on how
communication and messages shape society was shaped. Postman’s work continued the effort
and was concerned with how the mind is shaped through the power of metaphor. Postman’s
metaphor suggests that things are not what they seem, but rather are understood as they seem, to
the degree that members of a society can critically evaluate what they encounter. To Postman,
messages were essential. Postman posited that thinking is limited by what is understood and that
metaphors are the best way of describing mediums. Metaphors are closest to what can concretely
be grasped by minds incapable of fully grasping anything.
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For Postman (1985), the metaphor is a way of understanding what is unknown by relating
it to what is known. Metaphors, he claims, are so ingrained in human thinking that to try and
understand media without them would be a fallacy. All of culture is created through the process
of communication, through sharing, and through exposition. For Postman (1985), that process
occurs through constant meaning-making balanced between what is grasped and what is being
grappled with. Postman’s work built upon McLuhan’s foundation, expanding his ideas, and
offered an essential social critique of how culture and communication were shaping and being
shaped by the other. The next section will provide an overview of Ong’s (1982) contribution to
the field of communication, highlighting how cultures are shaped by the communication
mediums through which they communicate.
Ong's Second Orality
Ong's (1982) perspective on the development of literate, print, and digital communication
is shaped by his views on the communal, agonistic, and co-present basis presented by oral
cultures. It contrasts with the personal, private, and asynchronous communication found in postoral cultures. Ong traces the history of shared human experience and learning from its early roots
as a memory-based system, where information was stored and passed down generationally based
on its relevance to the community and present value. Ideas and concepts that did not matter to
present societies were not passed down to future generations as shared knowledge was always
based on current needs (Ong, 1982).
As culture shifted from oral to print methods of communication because of the invention
of the printing press in 1440, many significant differences in how knowledge was stored
emerged, which led to a different type of society (Lehman-Haupt, 2020; Ong, 1982). In oral
cultures, rhetoric is based on dynamic in-person exchanges and not the persuasive writing it has

19
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
developed into today. An oral society such as that of the ancient Hebrews or early Greeks
featured well-educated male populations who were trained in the art of public speaking and were
exposed to oratory every day in the classroom environment, as knowledge was transmitted from
teacher to pupil via oral discourse (Ong, 1982). When questions were raised, a debate ensued.
Students developed different skills in a culture steeped in oral exchange. Debate, and its
development, created strong orators whose command of persuasive speech is lost on current
generations of speakers due to our distance from public discourse and different societal demands.
Much of Ong's work focuses on how oral cultures are different from modern literate
cultures. Ong (1982) argues that current thinkers must stretch themselves to understand how they
are different from their predecessors, and he makes a convincing argument that things are
changing still. Digital communication has made it possible for one person to reach many, and
modern speaker-to-audience communication can now be shared internationally in an instant.
According to Ong (1982), secondary orality is found in the transition from a print culture
to a digitally mediated one, where messages and ideas are spread via recorded voice and video
messages from the speaker to the masses. Modern scholars refer to one to many communication
mediums as mass media (Baym, 2015). Digitized productions are presented in standard formats
with tight controls, intended to cause a strategic effect, such as securing a vote or drawing
viewers for later exposure to advertising (Littlejohn et al., 2017). Secondary orality is quite
significant in that audiences, thanks to digitized formats, can engage in similar ways to those of
oral cultures. Political events include amplified speeches, where the speaker engages with the
crowd directly, creating a homologous experience to that found in oral cultures. However, oral
cultures had no written records to share, draw from, prepare with, and use during rhetorical
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events. Even with those accessories, speakers today are still free to deviate from prepared
remarks and make choices based on a given crowd's response.
McLuhan (1967), Postman (1985), and Ong (1982) all wrote extensively about
communication, mediums, individuals, culture, technology, and change. Their ideas present
different concepts and lenses through which to examine the impact communication has on
everything it touches. Their scholarship has created the groundwork that current scholars build
upon and shaped the field and discipline of communication into a thriving research area. Each of
these foundational authors provides suggestions for what to expect in a contemporary study of
communication and its channels. This study continues their tradition of examining the past,
evaluating the present, and attempting to understand the future.
This study uses the work of McLuhan (1967), Ong (1982), and Postman (1985) to explain
the underlying foundation of how channels, organizations, cultures, and communication all work
to shape each other. McLuhan’s (1967) ideas on how mediums influence culture, combined with
Ong’s (1982) concept of how mediums shape minds and Postman’s (1985) critique of what is
lost in the process, present a compelling challenge for modern communication scholarship. The
problem of Channel Overload is complex and must be considered a social, organizational, and
generational challenge and evaluated in its proper context. With implications and boundaries
regarding how overload can impact organizational members or employees, the following section
presents an overview of how communication is currently coordinated in organizations.
Social and Organizational Communication Challenges
Before the invention of the telephone or even the telegram, it was impossible to contact
workers after hours, except for physically sending a messenger. Messengers are expensive, and
contacting workers had a high cost. 21st-century work environments do not have messenger
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expense and few executives would be willing to pay someone to carry a message that could be
delivered instantly with no associated cost. Messengers have long since become obsolete except
for isolated situations. After hours, most supervisors can connect with their workers through a
quick text, email, phone call, or via collaborative software such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or
Google Hangouts. The ability to connect inexpensively has led to the erosion of barriers between
work and life, leaving many people at the mercy of organizational policy to protect unwanted
intrusions into their non-working hours (van Zoonen et al., 2020).
Communication about work can only occur at work unless channels exist to bridge the
communication gap between work and home environments. In the same way that bridges connect
areas separated by physical distances, channels can act to bridge psychological gaps, such as
those traditionally held to separate work from home or vice versa. Previous generations did not
bring work home and did not communicate with their employer outside working hours. Before
the invention of writing, there was no way to send messages, and before the invention of the
telegraph, it was not possible to transmit messages electronically. Managers had questions, but
the technology to transmit those questions did not exist. Initially, the telephone was met with
skepticism, and early users considered it rude to phone after working hours to discuss business
(Baym, 2015; Black et al., 2019). Today, managers have so many ways to communicate with
their workers that it is easy to blur boundaries, merging work and home in the process (van
Zoonen et al., 2020).
Channels in the Workplace
Channels are used in an organizational setting to coordinate the work of others and to
accomplish the goals of the organization (Griffin et al., 2017). In the early 2000s and throughout
the 2010s, CMC became the primary way organizations communicated internally (Griffin et al.,
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2017). Email and collaborative software have made it possible to coordinate work
asynchronously, allowing managers and leaders to share their ideas, plans, goals, and orders with
the entire organization through digital communication. Computerized communication has
streamlined many processes, but not all technological advancements are improvements, and
indeed all technological advances feature both positive and negative attributes (Baym, 2015).
Channels in the workplace can be used to improve processes, but they can also be alienating at
the same time (Baym, 2015; Black et al., 2019).
Data Smog
Shenk (1997) calls the massive amount of information available to people today data
smog due to individuals' inability to make sense of all information they encounter. Small group
communication can create the same problem when too many channels present too much
information. It can be overwhelming for individuals to keep up with email, phone calls, text
messages, company message boards, and a group messaging system. Habib (2019) and Feather
(2013) describe the problem of information overload as a new problem, as humans have never
had more information that they could not use than they have today. Recent studies conducted by
Xu & Gutsche (2021) and Yan (2021) echo those findings, suggesting that in a digital era disand mis-information further add to the confusion, leaving average people struggling to make
sense of the world around them. Scholars expect the overwhelming amount of data and data
retrieval methods to continue to increase, meaning this problem will not be solved by ignoring it
(Edmunds & Morris, 2000; Feather, 2013; Habib, 2019; Stein et al., 2021; Shenk, 1997; Yan,
2021).
Information literacy is required to understand the world, the place of the individual, and
the relationship between self and information (Lloyd, 2010). So much of what a person
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understands is absorbed from the various media they encounter each day—creating a situation
where repeated messages may be accepted as accurate without critical analysis. Humans are
shaped by the media, and it impacts how they think, what they think about, and how they express
themselves (Postman, 1985). Information literacy is a person's ability to understand and interpret
the data and information they encounter. The information literate will be able to evaluate the
context of media and interpret the source's intentions, enabling them to evaluate the credibility,
versatility, and value of the information they encounter (Pinto et al., 2020).
Scholars have found that individuals believe that more information is synonymous with
good communication, which leads to better relationships and outcomes (Cho et al., 2011;
Stephens et al., 2017). While an equivalence between more information and better
communication is a comforting thought, it is not supported by the literature and is part of the
problem and directly generates Channel Overload (Baym, 2015; Stein et al., 2021; Thomson et
al., 2018). SNSs have also been observed to cause stress related to the volume of communication
and directly contribute to Channel Overload (Lee et al., 2016). New communication systems
generate revenue for the organizations that develop them, and social media networks spend
significant money to recruit new users to their platform (Zhang & Savary, 2015).
Communication platforms work because they have users, and CMC developers frequently
suggest rapid and total organizational enrollment to maximize effectiveness. SNS developers are
not concerned with the stress additional platforms create but instead focus on how
communication can solve problems (Tuten & Solomon, 2018).
Many factors influence the way that channels are selected. Cost, ease of implementation,
and familiarity are essential, and because of the proliferation of smartphones, many people
already have systems on cell phones they are currently using. CMCs such as WhatsApp,
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Facebook Messenger, Signal, and other generic MMS (multimedia messaging service) group
messaging services are another option for organizations looking to maximize their
communication options (Dobosh et al., 2019). A recurring theme in the literature is that these
channels are frequently opened with little training without removing other systems that users
have available to them (Black et al., 2019). All these factors work against the message
transmission process to create the problem of Channel Overload. The next section will outline
and define the term Channel Overload.
A Brief Definition of Channel Overload
Communication Channel Overload occurs when individuals and groups have too many
information-sharing methods and is marked by communication that breaks down due to the sheer
volume of channels (Cho et al., 2011). Communication overload is a significant issue as many
new technologies are developed and released into the market, which leads to an overwhelming
number of methods, but potentially less effective communication. Channel Overload, data smog,
information overload, and many other terms are all different expressions of a similar function
and condition of an overwhelmed state linked to information, channels, and messages.
Previous organizational communication systems relied on meetings, emails, and phone
calls. Current communication methods incorporate group chats and digital shared spaces (Perkel,
2017). Internet-age communication uses centralized or cloud-based storage systems to share data
between users instantly. Information is stored online or on users' phones and transmitted through
various technical systems and applications that offer different levels of privacy and security. The
internet has come to dominate how people and groups collaborate in organizational settings.
CMCs such as WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, and Signal offer users the ability to
create and send messages to each other through the internet. These platforms allow users to share
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pictures, videos, voice messages, and files like text messaging. CMCs are frequently used on top
of organizational communication methods to coordinate work in various settings (Perkel, 2017).
Other forms of CMC include Microsoft Teams, Google Workspace, and Slack, each designed to
facilitate organizational communication, but feature a rich set of tools which can be used for both
personal and professional communication. These tools have many features that can coordinate
organizational communication (Lo Bue et al., 2019). Each of these options presents its digital
environment, specific norms, and noise profile. Interference created by too many mediums is
called Channel Overload (Cho et al., 2011).
Individuals are the building block of small groups and have various reasons for
participating in group messaging systems. Scholars have found that the most attractive systems
allow for both professional and recreational communication to occur simultaneously
(Aboelmaged, 2018). Group chat systems have replaced the water cooler and break room, and
workers who wish to engage in idle banter can do so via the same channel they use to coordinate
work initiatives. While email and meetings are frequently conducted professionally, many users
engage with enterprise social networks or other collaborative communication systems in a more
casual way (Aboelmaged, 2018). Current organizational communication approaches create
additional challenges for management teams, as the lines between professional and casual
communication have blurred. With such dramatic changes in the way teams, managers, and
customers communicate, organizations have adapted, resulting in organizations adding new
internet-mediated communication systems.
Managers at all levels are responsible for the workflow of their respective groups. Many
are not equipped to deal with the sheer volume of communication required to coordinate efforts
across different departments, time zones, or international borders (Rentsch et al., 2014).
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Organizational communication choices are crucial decisions that can have a long-term impact on
how, when, and where an organization communicates internally and externally. It is not enough
for managers to casually use what they are comfortable with or what seems popular in their
industry. The addition of a new communication system is a disruptive event, as members of the
organization must learn any new system introduced, taking time away from primary
responsibilities (Gayeski, 2005). Without careful selection, communication suffers as groups
struggle to adapt to new methods.
There are many software options for organizations to choose from, including Microsoft
Teams, Microsoft SharePoint, Google Workspace, Slack, Trello, and Monday. Complete
collaboration suites, custom-tailored platforms, and simple smartphone applications promise to
provide everything an enterprise needs to communicate in one easy-to-use package. Without an
intentional selection of communication methods, team members can quickly become
overwhelmed by a sea of information. Too much information or information presented via
ineffective or too many methods can muddy the waters, making simple communication tasks
more complicated. Even if only one communication platform is used, the same net result is still
possible (Nematzadeh et al., 2019). The resulting communication overload can lead to lowered
communication effectiveness, despite a large amount of communication (Cho et al., 2011).
Digital collaboration software systems are being implemented in various industry settings
to gain a competitive advantage over other groups (Bunce et al., 2018; Kunert et al., 2022).
Librarians, journalists, doctors, and professors use these systems to coordinate, communicate,
and work together across time zones and traditional team settings with great success (Gofine &
Clark, 2017; Johnson, 2018; Perkel, 2017). With so much to gain, many organizations are quick
to implement new communication technology, hoping to improve processes or gain a
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competitive edge over others in their sector. Making decisions quickly and responding to
changing operational demands is essential.
To make decisions, leaders must have information, and that information must be shared
via a channel to reach the appropriate audience. Adopting new technology that may improve
communication effectiveness is very attractive to most organizations. The rapid adoption of a
given technological change without planning can lead to failure. In the case of changes to
internal organizational communication systems, such as the introduction of collaborative
software, communication may become worse and not better (Kotter, 2012). The primary
challenge new mediums create is one of overload, as additional channels do not inherently
increase the quality of a small group's communication. Communication Channel Overload has
not been explicitly defined, but for this study Channel Overload (CO) will be defined as a state
of reduced communication effectiveness due to an overwhelming number of channels.
McLuhan (2010) envisioned a world where everyone was connected, in what he called
the global village. McLuhan’s (2010) romanticized global village was not connected via roads
but rather by ideas transmitted across what has become the internet. In the global village,
members of a society could share a common identity and it was, according to McLuhan (2010), a
cultural melting pot and global crossroad akin to a planetary town-hall where all could engage. In
a world dominated by information, too much data can create an overwhelming amount of
information to process. McLuhan (1967) suggested that the challenge stems from the fact that
humans do not possess earlids. With so much access, individuals are left to navigate the complex
problem that data smog, communication overload, and Channel Overload create. Too much
information can be as bad as insufficient information, leading to poor decisions and fatigue
(Edmunds & Morris, 2000).
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Instead of the global village envisaged by McLuhan (2010), what CMCs have created is a
digital metropolis with millions of smaller villages all deeply, always connected and
broadcasting. Even in a room full of people, many groups include and exclude various members.
It is entirely possible for organizational members to be on virtual meetings through
videoconferencing software while messaging one or more members during the meeting. Postman
(1985) warned of a future where mediums would become so overwhelming that they would
distract society from what mattered. Postman’s (1985) future, like McLuhan's (2010) global
village, has come and gone, and now more than ever, digital communication serves to weave us
closer together, while in many ways pulling society apart.
Email, phone calls, text messages, meetings, and letters are all standard forms of
organizational communication. So too are collaboration applications such as Slack, Microsoft
Teams, and Trello. Organizations that are geographically dispersed must rely on technology to
keep the business running (Eisenberg et al., 2019). Individuals have a variety of ways to keep up
with those in their lives, and organizations share those channels as well. Managers and leaders
must coordinate others' work, a process that demands communication to be effective (Eisenberg
et al., 2019). But what happens when a manager uses too many methods of sharing information.
Phone calls, emails, texts, Slack groups, Zoom calls, and co-present meetings all work together
as part of a cohesive collaboration process, but sometimes these channels create redundancy, and
present the opportunity to create conflicting communication methods, directions, and choices.
Scholars have found many links between communication and collaborative impact on projects,
but there is much to uncover about Channel Overload in the organizational setting (Dobosh et al.,
2019).
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Cultural Work-life Balance
Work-life balance is an essential factor in personal happiness and job satisfaction
worldwide (Smale et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2022). Cultural norms are the primary factors for
how groups and individuals experience and manage their work-life balance expectations.
Individuals who live in highly collectivist cultures strive for work-life balance more than their
individualistically oriented peers (Griffin et al., 2017). Boswell and Olson-Buchanan (2007)
found significant work-life balance conflicts due to after-hours communication related to CMC
use by managers, a contemporary problem that has not been adequately addressed in many
organizations. Work-life balance and expectations are shifting and will continue to differ from
culture to culture, creating other variables when considering Channel Overload's impact on
work-life balance.
Organizations are aware of the need to help employees balance how much time they
spend at work and how much time they spend outside of work. It is well documented that too
much time in the office can lead to reduced and even declining performance over time (Kelliher
et al., 2019). Many factors impact the tricky balance drawn between work and life. Even the
words themselves carry essential distinctions that are not easy to separate. For many, work can
be life, and not working could mean not living (Isaacs, 2016). The meaning of work-life balance
depends on the culture. A family business may have no work-life balance, yet all members may
be delighted with the arrangement. Or a worker who spends 60 hours at the office may be
entirely emotionally overwhelmed by the experience. Work-life balance is driven by personal
and cultural factors connected to individual tolerances. Regardless of the setting, when what an
individual or culture considers to be work creeps into what that individual or culture considers
life, it falls out of balance (Isaacs, 2016).
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Different organizations view communication needs in varying ways. Previous boundaries
that inhibited after-hours communication have changed, as workers are no longer disconnected
from the organization due to physical or temporal barriers (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007).
Some organizations require their employees to check in after-hours. Boundary theory suggests
that workers can create mental fences that separate themselves from their work environment
(Ashforth et al., 2000). Boundaries are sometimes impossible due to unreasonable organizational
expectations or completely standard company policies. Boundaries benefit the organization,
leaving the individual responsible for enforcement, meaning those lower in the hierarchy are still
left to manage boundaries with minimal support. Managers who cross-temporal or physical
boundaries through CMCs can contribute to Channel Overload. Workers are left to enforce their
communication boundaries while potentially exposing themselves to risk at the workplace. The
next section will explain my motivation for conducting this study, outline my philosophical
assumptions, and present my research perspective
Situation to Self
My motivation for conducting this study comes from direct experience with Channel
Overload in several organizations over the past 15 years. Communication has consistently been a
challenge, and I have moved through the organizational hierarchy to a place where I have the
freedom to control how others communicate in my organization. When attempting to learn about
organizational best practices, I found many solutions that offered new systems, which would
simply add to the problem of Channel Overload. I desire to produce a study that will contribute
to what is known about the problem of Channel Overload, specifically in an organizational
setting.
Philosophically I am an epistemological empiricist, which means that my foundational
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beliefs about knowledge are tied to what can be evaluated, tested, and shared with others.
Further, I believe that truth can be known, but respectfully understand that at best, I will know it
imperfectly due to the fallen nature of humanity. I believe that humans, while given free will, are
primarily governed by their social setting and am ontologically oriented towards a collectivistic
perspective. I believe that communication scholars should conduct research that positively
impacts the world and those around them, and I am axiologically value conscious. I bring a postpositivistic research paradigm to this study and believe that while perfect knowledge exists, it
will at best be imperfectly known. In His perfect wisdom, I also believe that God sees my
imperfection as very good and is perfectly fine with imperfect people conducting imperfect
research.
Problem Statement
The problem of Channel Overload is that Channel Overload creates psychological noise,
impacting every aspect of communication and creating miscommunication, misunderstanding,
and less effective organizational communication. Channel Overload occurs when individuals and
groups have too many methods of sharing information and is marked by communication that
breaks down due to the sheer volume of channels (Cho et al., 2011). Channel Overload is a
significant issue as many new technologies are developed and released into the market, which
leads to an overwhelming number of methods, but potentially less effective communication (Cho
et al., 2011; Griffin et al., 2017; Shenk, 1997). Organizations that suffer from Channel Overload
may attempt to correct the problem by introducing other means of communication, which can
compound the problem, creating an additional channel and additional noise in the process.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative interview study is to understand the problem of Channel
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Overload as experienced by employees in an organizational setting. Channel Overload is defined
as a state of reduced communication effectiveness due to an overwhelming amount of
communication channels. The communication tradition guiding this study is the Cybernetic
Tradition developed by Wiener (1948). The Cybernetic Tradition is appropriate for use in this
study as it explains how humans, machines, and society work together. The specific theory used
as a theoretical framework is Systems Theory, as outlined by Bertalanffy (1968), which is
appropriate, as it explains how different systems work together, such as work teams in an
organization.
Significance of the Study
As technology advances, new techniques rise and give way to innovative new ways of
accomplishing previous activities (Ellul, 1964). Organizational communication is a complex
process involving individuals, teams, managers, leaders, and executives (Griffin et al., 2017).
Ensuring the right people have the correct information at the right time can be the difference
between success and failure. Channel Overload occurs when individuals have more
communication channels than they can manage (Cho et al., 2011). This study uncovered signs
and symptoms of Channel Overload in the workplace and, through the qualitative research
process, root causes of Channel Overload may present themselves. The most significant outcome
this study had was uncovering potential to solutions to the problem of Channel Overload based
on the lived experience of the study participants. The next section will present two research
questions that guide the study.
Research Questions
The two research questions used in this study were developed to examine the problem of
Channel Overload and to understand how adults in an organizational setting experience Channel
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Overload in the workplace. Information, digital, and communication overload are all problems
that have been studied and written about extensively (Cho et al., 2011; Strother et al., 2012;
Thomson et al., 2018). The concept of Channel Overload is frequently ignored, so this study is
essential. Many forms of overload exist, but the idea of Channel Overload creating unique stress
and miscommunications is a developing concept this study aims to understand.
RQ 1. How are individuals impacted by Channel Overload in the workplace?
The purpose of RQ 1. is to understand how individuals who experience Channel
Overload navigate, adapt, cope, and manage Channel Overload. Additional information about
how it is experienced as an individual or group process and what steps they have taken to
decrease the Channel Overload experience will be essential aspects of RQ 1.
RQ 2. How do individuals compensate for Channel Overload in the workplace?
Communication overload impacts the organization significantly, which carries over into
organizational effectiveness, group cohesion, and team performance (Cho et al., 2011). The
purpose of RQ 2. is to understand how individuals compensate for overload as part of an
organization. Employees may have a basic understanding of the problem of Channel Overload,
even if they use different terms to describe its effects. They may have worked for an organization
for a long time and remember a period where things were different, and even be able to identify
what process and systems introduced an overloaded state. Questions about the nature and causes
of Channel Overload in the workplace may yield valuable insight into potential solutions to the
problem of Channel Overload.
Additional Definitions
Several essential terms will be used throughout this study which have specific meanings
for communication scholars. Each of the terms listed below has traditional meanings that could
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confuse those not familiar with their use in communication models. To clarify how each of these
terms will be used in this study key phrases used in communication literature are listed below.
1. Sender – The individual who sends information in each communication event (Barnlund,
1970; Shannon & Weaver, 1963).
2. Receiver – The recipient of information in each communication event (Barnlund, 1970;
Shannon & Weaver, 1963).
3. Message – Information senders pass to receivers (Shannon & Weaver, 1963).
4. Feedback – Information available to sender after transmission of the message in the
communication process (Barnlund, 1970).
5. Noise – Interference in the communication process which interrupts any stage of the
communication process (Barnlund, 1970; Shannon & Weaver, 1963).
6. Data Smog – an overwhelming amount of information available that exceeds an
individual's ability to evaluate and process all relevant information (Shenk, 1997).
7. Channel – The medium used to transmit a message from a sender to a receiver (Shannon
& Weaver, 1963).
8. Encoder – The technology or process of converting a message from its raw form to a
form acceptable for the channel used to transmit the message (Shannon & Weaver, 1963).
9. Decoder – The technology or process of converting a message from its encoded form to a
form acceptable for the receiver to understand the message on a given channel (Shannon
& Weaver, 1963).
Conclusion
Chapter One presented the problem of Channel Overload and examined the background,
history, and current communication literature. Modern organizational approaches to

35
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
communication and current communication challenges were discussed, including sections on
managers and workers, highlighting how both are impacted by Channel Overload. Channel
Overload was also reviewed, considering its cultural and historical context. Channels and other
essential communication terms were discussed, and a case for the value of this study was put
forth. I outlined my perspective as a researcher and ended by presenting the problem statement,
purpose statement, research questions, and additional term definitions.
The remaining chapters will review the literature related to Channel Overload, present the
methods used to conduct this study, and examine the findings. This study ends with Chapter
Five, which is devoted to further discussion, implications, and suggestions for future research.
The next chapter, Chapter Two, will examine the theoretical framework used in this study and
current and historical literature about channels, communication, overload, and place Channel
Overload in its academic context. Chapter Two will also present the Cybernetic Tradition and
Systems Theory that form the tradition and theoretical foundation used throughout this study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
Chapter One introduced the problem statement, purpose statement, research questions,
and the topic of Channel Overload. Chapter Two will build on the ideas outlined in the previous
chapter to explore Channel Overload, applicable theories, and other factors that contribute to the
phenomenon of overload. This study draws primarily from communication scholarship and other
fields, including psychology, sociology, and business. Communication studies are inherently
interdisciplinary. Many communication scholars study and theorize about different aspects and
intersections of communication, but it is other disciplines that take the theoretical work of
communication scholars and apply it in a practical setting. For example, rhetoric has been
studied throughout human history, but the fields concerned with its application include business,
political science, and theology, leaving communication scholars behind in the practical
application of rhetoric.
The first section of Chapter 2 will provide an explanation of the Cybernetic Tradition, the
theoretical framework in which this study is grounded. The framework is followed by an
explanation of Systems Theory, which this study uses to explain how Channel Overload impacts
organizations and individuals. The next section, Related Literature, defines Channel Overload
and examines communication apprehension and communication competency. Chapter 2 ends
with a discussion of current gaps in the literature, followed by a chapter summary and a preview
of Chapter 3.
Theoretical Framework
Theory is used in this study to frame the concept of Channel Overload as a problem to be
solved, an issue to be examined, and a question that needs an answer (Punch, 2014). Theory, in
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this sense, is methodologically oriented and is used in this study to drive the research process and
forms a perspective from which to understand the results, which are discussed in Chapter Four.
Theory, in this case, is situated in a communication tradition, which lends the theory its
underlying assumptions about the world, the way communication occurs, and even to what the
term communication means. The next section will outline the work of Craig (1999) and provide
an overview of the Constitutive Metamodel of Communication, the Cybernetic Tradition, and
Systems Theory.
Communication Theory as a Field
Before Craig (1999), communication theory lacked unity, cohesion, and even primary
communication texts lacked a clear presentation of what was and what was not a communication
theory or what was or was not communication. Craig addressed this concern and developed what
he called communication traditions which are presented as part of a constitutive metamodel of
communication traditions. Craig’s constitutive metamodel is a frame built upon the idea that
communication itself is a creative force summed up as the creation of meaning. Craig used the
term metamodel to describe his theory, as its focus is on the interplay of traditions, theories, and
perspectives, mainly where they are in opposition, as a starting point from which communication
can be understood. Craig’s contribution to the field of communication cannot be overstated, and
his work forms the foundation of the sections below on tradition and communication theory.
Traditions are broad families of theories within the field of communication that stem
from how communication is viewed. Communication scholars use theory to explain their
perspective on how communication works, how it takes place, how it is shaped, developed,
transmitted, and how it changes over time (Littlejohn et al., 2017). Communication theories are
grouped under traditions and can best be understood by examining the underlying assumptions
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and perspective of the tradition. Theory frames a problem, discriminating between what factors
will and will not be considered part of the problem, and is a crucial aspect of any communication
study. All communication scholarship must be founded within a theory, tradition, perspective, or
frame, depending on the terminology used, to clearly define what is and is not essential to the
researcher.
Craig (1999) presented seven communication theories: rhetorical, semiotic,
phenomenological, cybernetic, sociopsychological, sociocultural, and critical. Each tradition
holds many differences and is frequently differentiated from other theories by how it theorizes
communication. The list below shows Craig’s traditions and the way each theorizes
communication:
1. Rhetorical – the practical art of discourse
2. Semiotic – intersubjective mediation by signs
3. Phenomenological – the experience of otherness; dialogue
4. Cybernetic – information processing
5. Sociopsychological – expression, interaction, and influence
6. Sociocultural – production and reproduction of social order
7. Critical – discursive reflection
Each of these theories stands independently and are deeply connected as each is used to
explain and answer specific challenges from a specific perspective. Channel Overload is
primarily concerned with the flow of information or information processing. For that reason, the
tradition that will be used in this study is the Cybernetic Tradition, which will be discussed
below.
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Cybernetic Tradition
The Cybernetic Tradition is critical to this study, as this study is based on the idea that
Channel Overload is a crucial issue society faces today that can only be understood by evaluating
communication channels and the impact they have on the systems they touch. In particular, this
study attends to systems such as personal and organizational communication, in the many
manifestations those definitions demand. Wiener (1948) coined the term cybernetics and
developed the theory based on the complex interactions between people and machines.
Cybernetics was developed to explain the connection between internally regulated mechanisms
and acts as a bridge to understand how humans and humans, humans and machines, and
machines and machines work together. The connection between these different systems makes
up what is currently understood as Cybernetics. Over time Wiener’s theory grew well beyond his
ideas, and Cybernetic Theory is to this day a common theoretical framework used in the social
sciences to explain how systems integrate with other systems and how man and machine work
together (Barile et al., 2019).
Cybernetic Theory’s impact on communication was outlined in further studies by Wiener
(1950) and defined as a method of understanding the connection between technology and
humanity. Cybernetic Theory is used in an interdisciplinary fashion across the social and
physical sciences to explain complex connections between systems. Wiener was concerned with
change and communication. He investigated how time and culture were impacted by the change
created by technology, which he believed demanded a response without allowing time for
adaptation. Change was occurring, systems were adapting, and amid adaption, further change
was occurring, driving further adaption. Cybernetics is built upon the principle that feedback
occurs between systems, driving and shaping change in the process.
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In Wiener’s (1950) mind, Cybernetics was the study of the space between things, and
while he did not break it down into something as neat and clean as the Shannon and Weaver
(1963) model of communication, he did see an essential connection between communicators,
channels they used, and the message. Wiener believed “that society can only be understood
through a study of the messages and the communication facilities which belong to it” (Wiener,
1950, p. 16). Cybernetics and the Cybernetic Tradition fit together well, as Craig’s (1999)
Cybernetic Tradition views communication as information processing, a view clearly shared by
Wiener.
Recent scholarship, including the use of Cybernetic Theory, has integrated and elevated it
from the concept developed by Wiener (1948) to a communication tradition (Craig, 1999;
Littlejohn et al., 2017). The Cybernetic Tradition is commonly used to examine the way groups,
individuals, organizations, animals, and other open or closed systems interconnect,
communicate, and accomplish their goals (Snyder et al., 2020). Multidisciplinary by nature,
Cybernetics is used in various settings, with the particular purpose of understanding systems,
connections, and the impact each has on the other from the perspective that communication is
information being processed (Craig, 1999).
In the Cybernetic Tradition, communication breakdowns are viewed as errors,
malfunctions, and undesirable aspects of system connections (Craig, 1999). Using the Cybernetic
Tradition as a framework, Channel Overload can contribute to the lack of balance in human
organizational systems. According to Wiener (1950), Cybernetic systems are self-regulating and
responsible for their own internal and external operations. According to Cybernetics, when
Channel Overload occurs, the system impacted is responsible for making the necessary changes,
even if those changes require an adjustment to how much input is accepted from external

41
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
sources.
Systems Theory
Systems Theory, developed by Bertalanffy (1968), is an interdisciplinary theory
developed to explain bounded systems' interrelated effects on each other. Systems Theory is now
used in both physical and social sciences, including psychology, biology, sociology,
communication, and other disciplines. The main idea presented by Bertalanffy is that a system is
made up of individual systems, which together form a network, and in many cases are part of
larger systems. Individual systems influence each other in ways that individual parts within the
system cannot account for as separate parts.
In the field of communication, Systems Theory can help explain why cultural groups
work together to create a larger cultural group. For example, in the United States, there are many
states, each with unique cultures, all bound at the local, state, and national levels by political
boundaries. Further, each group comprises ethnic, religious, educational, professional, and
gendered groups within these political systems. State, local, and national systems function
independent of the federal system which controls the United States, and they each contribute to
what it means to be an American while simultaneously contributing to their local, state, and
ethnic groups individually. While the culture of America is shaped as a whole, it would not be
the same if a state or cultural group were removed. The above example shows how smaller
groups can impact a system on the macro level. Further, if probed, each group would break down
into smaller sub-groups within cultures, leading to smaller systems within the more extensive
system. Thus, Systems Theory can be used to evaluate how cultures intersect and what it means
to be a part of multiple cultures at the same time. Systems Theory is an excellent way of
examining the way complex bounded factor sets, or systems, impact both internal smaller
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systems and external systems in which they are participating.
One of the common critiques of Systems Theory is that it does not adequately address
agency or personal impact in a setting (Spronck & Compernolle, 1997). Systems Theory is
focused primarily on how parts of a whole work together, and it does tend to place much less
emphasis on the individual than the group. Organizational communication focuses on how
groups work together, allowing for outliers that deviate from expected behavior in the process.
Green and Blundo (1999) suggested that Systems Theory may be an inadequate foundation for
building interventions applied to social science research. Neither Spronk and Compernolle
(1997) nor Green and Blundo (1999) are relevant to this study, as agency and interventions are
not part of the scope of this project.
Systems Theory is an essential body of scholarship used across the social science
disciplines. Current communication scholars deal with vast communication networks constantly
running behind the scenes. Communication is not an isolated event. Frequently people can
communicate publicly, privately, and privately while in public in many cases, thanks to group
messaging applications. Communication systems all impact each other to the point that
communication competence in one realm does not mean communication competence in all areas.
Systems Theory can help researchers understand and examine how different networks,
connections, and social bonds work together to shape both public and private communication.
Systems Theory and Cybernetic Theory are deeply connected philosophically,
temporally, and practically, based on similar terminology, the interdisciplinary nature of each
model, and their constraints. For the purposes of this study, both are adequate for use in framing
the problem of Channel Overload, but Systems Theory will be used due to its consideration of
how individuals, groups, and organizations contribute to larger systems and are impacted by
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individual, group, and organizational choices. This study uses Craig’s (1999) Cybernetic
Tradition and Wiener’s (1950) Systems Theory to thematically examine data collected from
semi-structured interviews which will be discussed in Chapters 3-5.
Channel Overload is experienced by an individual, exacerbated by the group, and impacts
the individual, group, and organization in ways that must be examined, with careful
consideration given to other exacerbating factors. Cybernetics classifies the breakdown caused
by Channel Overload as a malfunctioning system. In contrast, Systems Theory examines how all
systems are working perfectly but need to accommodate the negative impact of different goals.
For these reasons, Systems Theory will be used for the remainder of this study.
Related Literature
The previous section examined the Cybernetic Tradition and Systems Theory as the
underlying framework for this study. Channel Overload is viewed as a problem that inhibits
information processing, negatively impacting communication and the systems connected to
communicators involved in the process. This section will examine the literature related to the
topic of Channel Overload to close the gaps between the Cybernetic Tradition and theoretical
underpinnings of this study and recent literature related to the topic of Channel Overload.
Current research on modern communication frequently acknowledges the overloaded
state of people's experience in a post-social media communication environment (Bergman et al.,
2020; Dobosh et al., 2019; Kelliher et al., 2019). Information overload (Nematzadeh et al.,
2019), communication overload (Stephens et al., 2017), and digital overload (Thomson et al.,
2018) have all been linked to reduced performance and issues in both interpersonal and
organizational communication effectiveness. This study examines Channel Overload as a unique
communication component and considers explicitly how channel choices impact overload.
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Defining Communication Overload
Communication overload occurs when more information comes to a receiver than they
can process (Cho et al., 2011). Communication overload can lead to adverse effects, such as
miscommunication, ineffective communication, and communication breakdown (Stephens et al.,
2017). Communication itself is not limited to effective communication. Marketers and
advertisers frequently create a state of communication overload with the intention of
overwhelming consumers to the point where they make a purchase (Eppler & Mengis, 2004).
The most common response to communication overload is avoidance, directly contributing to
communication dysfunctions (Eppler & Mengis, 2004).
Communication overload has many other names, including but not limited to;
information overload (Eppler & Mengis, 2004; Tang et al., 2021), information fatigue syndrome
(Wurman, 2001), sensory overload (Lipowski, 1975), knowledge overload (Hunt & Newman,
1997), and cognitive overload (Vollmann, 1991). Each of these different terms has been used by
scholars to describe a state where the total communication input a person is capable of
processing has been exceeded. Overload can occur for various reasons, which will be discussed
in detail in Chapter Five of this study. For this study, a working definition of communication
overload is a communication state where the rate and density of incoming information from all
potential sources exceed the receiver’s ability to process clear messages with mutual
understanding. The following section will define and explain Channel Overload.
Channel Overload
The term channel was used by Shannon and Weaver (1963) to describe the vehicle
through which the message flows. According to the Shannon and Weaver (1963) model, senders
create messages, encode them, transmit them through a channel, at which point the message is
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decoded and received by the receiver. Shannon and Weaver did not develop a working definition
of a channel, but it is understood to mean any method of message conveyance. This study’s
primary point is that channels, primarily when a large amount of them are used by senders and
receivers simultaneously, can generate overload. For this study, channels are defined as: any
medium that is used to convey communication between two or more individuals, groups, or
organizations.
Communication scholars have identified several factors that can influence
communication effectiveness, including noise, language barriers, competition for incoming
communication, and internal processing ability (Barnlund, 1970; Baskin & Bruno, 1977). The
idea of noise as a factor limiting communication can be tied to previous communication theories
that describe interpersonal communication, such as the transactional, linear, and interactive
models. These traditional theories consider noise, interference, and other negative influences as
part of the communication process (Bergman et al., 2020). Traditional communication models
focus on a single communication event or conversation. They do not take multiple
communication channels which co-exist into account. When examining overload, the variety of
overload sources must be considered in total, as all negative influences which stem from
communication are likely to be experienced as one response. Regardless of the model used to
explain what occurs when communication occurs via Internet Communication Technology
(ICT), the sum of the communication experienced can become harmful, leading to reduced
communication effectiveness.
Internet-mediated communication is a relatively new channel of communication, and new
theories are still developing to understand how communication takes place through these systems
(Baym, 2015). What is clear is that when too much interference occurs, communication becomes
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less effective, limiting how well two or more people can process and understand each other in a
communication event. Small group communication can amplify interference effects leading to
less effective group communication (Cho et al., 2011). Until scholars catch up, the transactional
model is an excellent way to understand the communication processes in effect during small
group collaborative communication. Specific systems need to be considered individually to
evaluate how noise and Channel Overload impact communication effectiveness.
Channel Overload and Time
Channel Overload relates primarily to the temporal demands on an individual (Ballard &
Siebold, 2006). Individuals who have minimal communication demands or significant time to
respond experience communication load differently than those with a high communication
demand or a low response time. Time is a social construct and will be experienced differently
depending on the cultural background and cultural setting in which individuals are embedded.
While some cultures view time as flexible, others consider time rigid, meaning the way overload
is experienced will be impacted by how time is experienced. Ballard and Siebold (2002) found
feedback timing also impacts the experience of time, which can also contribute to the experience
of overload.
Defining Channel Overload
Channel Overload is a complex aspect of communication deeply connected to other states
of overload. Communicators can be overloaded and not experience Channel Overload or may
experience Channel Overload in a situation where few channels contribute to their state. Channel
Overload is an individual experience, and as such, requires a definition based on individual
experience, which will be different based on a person’s demographics and psychographics.
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Evolution of Communication Channels
There are a variety of terms used to describe channels. The Shannon-Weaver Model of
Communication proposes that communication moves from the sender to the encoder, through a
channel, a decoder, and the receiver (Shannon & Weaver, 1963). At the end of the
communication process, feedback is returned to the sender, and the process continues. Noise is
seen in this model as interfering with communication on the channel. Shannon and Weaver
(1963) designed a model but did not clearly define a communication channel. Instead, a diagram
was created that displays an infinite cycle process, focused on understanding communication
overall, and outlines how shared meaning is created and mutual understanding is built. This
study primarily focuses on the impact many channels have on the process and considers
excessive channels that inhibit communication a form of noise that impacts communication at
the channel level. The following sections outline different channels used throughout human
history and several commonly used by digital age communicators.
Oral Communication
Prior to the invention of hieroglyphics and other early forms of inscription, human
communication was limited to oral communication (Baym, 2015; Ong, 1982; Wilson-Wright,
2020). Despite the development of pictorial, tablet, and stone methods of inscription, the primary
method of sharing and preserving information remained oral communication. Ong (2015) argues
that until the invention of the press, communication was primarily oral, as most people could not
read or write, leaving most of the society confined to an oral tradition. In Europe, most
knowledge was passed down primarily through the Catholic Church. Oral communication has
and continues to be the dominant, first, and most common mode of communication for
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interpersonal relationships, and is the standard against which other methods of communication
are judged (Baym, 2015; Ong, 2015).
Excepting people with disabilities, oral communication is the first and primary way of
interacting with others most people will experience throughout their lifetime. Until the invention
of the telegraph and all follow-on methods of encoding and mediating communication across
distance, oral communication was limited to those who were present. Oral communication was
and is conducted through direct communication, but due to new channels, a distinction must be
made between co-present oral communication and absent mediated synchronous or absent
mediated asynchronous oral communication. It is possible to communicate orally through video
recordings and share messages with future generations, meaning that oral communication is
more complicated and potentially mediated in new ways.
Co-Present Oral Communication
Simple messages shared between two or more people located in the same place are still
the primary ways people engage with their immediate family and co-workers. Interpersonal copresent oral communication is unique because it allows for a high amount of body language,
physical contact, eye contact, and other social cues that shape messages to be exchanged.
According to Mehrabian (1972), non-verbal communication makes up 93 percent of co-present
communication messages. Mehrabian’s findings indicates that significant amounts of
information are lost through mediated oral communication, which is a problem addressed by
videoconferencing applications.
Co-present communication is not always the best method of communication. Many times,
written communication allows communicators to distill, clarify, and express their ideas in ways
that would not be possible in co-present settings. Co-present communication is marked by
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dialogic exchange of ideas and is frequently interrupted by other events; either party’s ability to
share is limited by the other’s ability to focus on what is shared. If education were limited to oral
communication, it would occur in very different ways and require much more significant
investment on the part of both the student and teacher (Ong, 2015). Co-present oral
communication is still the standard that other methods of communication are compared to and
will be used as the preferred method of comparison for the rest of this study.
Mediated Oral Communication
Mediated oral communication is a process that takes place via video or voice
communication technology (Baym, 2015). Examples of mediated oral communication include
phone, video, and internet-mediated phone and video communication versions. Each of these
methods features different technological requirements and filters out a different amount of
information. Early internet users feared that the internet would not create or sustain connections
in the same way that co-present oral communication does (Baym, 2015). Walther’s (1992) Social
Information Processing Theory argues that interpersonal communication can accomplish
interpersonal goals through electronic channels. The Social Information Processing Theory
supports the idea that interpersonal communication can be and is accomplished over the internet
and through other forms of CMC. The belief that the internet is an unfit medium for
interpersonal connection has been disproved by two decades of practical experience (Baym,
2015; Griffin et al., 2017).
Print Communication
In the strictest sense of the term, print refers to material physically printed on a page but
now also includes digitized versions of printed material and all the signs and symbols that make
up language expressed by signs and symbols on media. Print communication has been the
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dominant communication method since the printing press's creation, which led to a global
literacy revolution (Ong, 2015). Print is one of many forms of communication used to express
information between individuals and groups and is the primary way information is persevered
and shared by current and future generations. Examples of print communication are letters,
newspapers, books, notes, and any form of language imparted to a physical medium for sharing,
storage, archiving, or display.
Digital Communication
Digital communication is any communication stored and transmitted by computer
technology or internet communication technology (ICT). What began with the invention of the
telegraph has reached new levels of effect through the personal computer, the internet, and social
media (Baym, 2015). These technologies have contributed to the growth and expansion of digital
communication, which has become the dominant form of communication (Baym, 2015).
Ong (2015) separated the communication periods between oral, print, and digital. Oral
and print were the primary methods used by previous generations, leading up to the development
of the personal computer. Oral communication is marked by the personal and public sharing of
information, which contrasts with the private and personal messages implemented with printed
communication. Digital communication, according to Ong (2015), is a fusion of oral and print
culture, as messages can be encoded and transmitted through spoken and written words, creating
a type of communication Ong describes as “secondary orality” (2015, p. 133).
Digital communication includes all Computer-Mediated-Communication, Internet
Communication Technology, social networking, email, and other forms of digitized or
electronically transmitted communication. Text messages, chat applications, and collaborative
software such as Slack, Microsoft Teams, and Google Workspace are also forms of digital
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communication. The following section outlines the differences between Internet Communication
Technology (ICT), Computer-Mediated-Communication (CMC), and Social Networking Sites
(SNSs).
ICT, CMC, & SNSs
Digital communication encompasses many different ways through which individuals and
groups engage with each other. One common term is Computer-Mediated-Communication
(CMC). CMC is used to describe communication mediated via a computer, but not necessarily
the internet (Baym, 2015). Early word processors, fax machines, and presentation systems are all
examples of CMC. The difference between CMC and other forms of digital communication is
that CMC does not require the internet and could describe older technology that can be used in
isolation from other machines or support and updates.
Another of the most common terms for digital communication is ICT or Internet
Communication Technology (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). ICT is any technology system that uses a
combination of the internet and digital communication (Sage & Jackson, 2021). ICTs include all
computer-mediated communication and social networking sites (SNSs). ICTs are differentiated
from other methods of communication by their connection to the internet, although as
technological advances change the way the terms CMC & ICT are used, such distinction will
erode.
A final explored form for this study of digital communication for consideration are Social
Networking Sites (SNSs) (Baym, 2015). Examples of popular social networking sites are
Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Twitter, YouTube, and Snapchat (Tuten & Solomon, 2018).
Each of these examples provides users a way to create their own space, share their ideas and
content, and connect with others in a mediated and completely digital environment. SNSs allow
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users a certain amount of control over what is shared, how it is displayed, and how others are
contacted. Facebook, an open SNS, allows users to connect with anyone else via a friend request.
LinkedIn, a business SNS, is more limited and only allows people to connect with certain people
based on shared connections.
SNSs are by far the most complicated aspect of digital communication, as each platform
has its own digital culture, norms, and website, meaning interactions may be appropriate on one
SNS but completely inappropriate on another (Baym, 2015). Some SNSs have features that allow
users to create groups and entire communities online, all contained with the SNS software.
Facebook, for example, allows users to create private and public groups which can be used to
create community, share ideas, and connect a geographically dispersed interest group (Capizzi et
al., 2021). SNSs also feature multiple channels, all of which may contribute to Channel
Overload.
Communicators today have a wide variety of channels to choose from when deciding
how to encode messages. Digital, print, oral, and Internet Communication Technologies all
present excellent ways for communicators to encode and transmit messages, each with positive
and negative aspects. Oral communication is limited in range but rich in non-verbal cues. Print
communication is cheaply delivered but devoid of tone, aside from grammatical cues conveyed
via text. Internet Communication Technology has a massive reach and speed, but it may be lost
quickly and is difficult to archive because of the competing voices. Together, each of these
methods presents a choice and when used together each contributes in its way to communication
Channel Overload.
Communication Apprehension
Another aspect of Channel Overload is the preference for one channel over another,
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sometimes due to communication apprehension. Communication Apprehension (CA) is a fear of
communicating, relating to actual or even anticipated communication (McCroskey & Beatty,
1984). McCroskey and Beatty developed the concept of trait communication apprehension and
used it to explain why some people prefer to engage in communication when others clearly do
not. While it is easy to dismiss individuals who experience occasional shyness or apprehension
in communication, McCroskey and Beatty’s ideas about CA are still used today to explain why
some people experience fear and anxiety associated with communication.
Some individuals possess traits that impact their communication and opt for different
ways of communicating, which may infrequently appear to be a personality deficiency. Others
experience CA for brief periods, and still others who have trait CA experience it for most
communication events. Trait CA is currently viewed as something experienced on a continuum
and divided into four categories: trait-like, context-based, situational, and audience-based
(Magsamen-Conrad et al., 2016). Trait-like CA is most akin to the CA observed by McCroskey
(1984) and is related to general communication avoidance and anxiety. Situational CA stems
from the mix of audience, time, and context (McCroskey, 2001). Audience CA is tied directly to
the receiver of communication and can be linked to positions, people, or both. Context-based
CA, like situational CA, ties together many aspects of a given situation, but the CA associated
with it is driven primarily by formality, uncertainty, and novelty (McCroskey, 2001).
Communication Apprehension can lead individuals to prefer one medium over another
for communication (McCrosky, 1984). CA can be problematic for managers as they succeed by
adapting to the group's needs. CA can be a stumbling block for those who cannot communicate
in a way that works well for their organization. Additionally, CA can drive someone to interact
primarily through one channel, which may not be adequate for their needs. Human relationships
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are created through communication, and those who experience trait CA suffer the most, as they
cannot build relationships without anxiety.
Fear of new communication technology is not an isolated phenomenon (Baym, 2015).
New technology is generally met with skepticism, and communication technology is not
excluded. Skeptics rallied against writing, the press, radio, newspapers, TV, the internet, and
social media platforms (Baym, 2015). Each of those advances in technology presented new
opportunities for engaging with others. Each was once feared, and now all have become accepted
and part of culture across the globe. While CA is concerned with communication in general, a
sub-set of CA, writing apprehension, is also essential in modern CA (Scott & Rockwell, 1997).
Those impacted by writing apprehension tend to avoid writing, meaning emails, texts, memos,
and SNSs would prove challenging. Understanding writing apprehension is vital in a digital
communication setting, as some individuals will avoid written communication. Written
communication apprehension is a problem and is often ignored in digital-first communication
strategies.
Studies have shown ICTs can impact CA by reducing the anxiety associated with public
communication. Leeds and Maurer (2009) found a 10% reduction in CA for high trait-like CA
participants by using digital video instead of in-person oral presentations. Another study by
Awada & Gutiérrez-Colón (2019) found that blogging could be used to decrease CA in
collaborative projects. CA tends to manifest anxiety around communication which has few
control mechanisms, and current research indicates that when control is possible, CA is
experienced to a lesser degree, even among individuals who experience trait-like CA.
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Communication Competence Theory
Communication Competence Theory (CCT) can be used to explain why some individuals
are or are not effective communicators (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). Spitzberg and Cupach
originally put forward CCT and outlined different aspects of communication competency. CCT
is interpersonal in nature and deals with appropriateness and effectiveness, context, degree,
micro and macro behaviors, relational context, and interpersonal impression (Littlejohn et al.,
2017). Competence is seen in CCT as something which can be developed, taught, and
understood by those with the capacity to learn. Poor communication, according to CCT, can be
overcome by practice, education, and experience over time (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984).
Communication Competence Theory is helpful for working communication professionals
and scholars alike as it deviates from ideas of Trait Theory toward an approach that suggests
intrinsic factors are less critical than learned skills. Proponents of Trait Theory view the world of
communication as relatively fixed, while those using the Communication Competence Theory
believe even those who struggle with communication apprehension can grow to become more
competent (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). Communication Competence Theory can be used in a
variety of contexts when seeking to understand why one individual can communicate effectively
when others do not. There are many contextual and experience factors, and it should not be
assumed all people can become excellent communicators, but instead, all those who can learn
can improve their communication skills over time.
One of the challenges associated with communication competence, as outlined by
Spitzberg and Cupach (1984), is the placement of outcome. In their model, the communication
performance is judged by those observing the event (Littlejohn et al., 2017). Effective
communication is limited to contexts that are perceived as beneficial. Thus, communicators are
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limited more by context than their skills. In the sense that beauty is in the eye of the beholder,
CCT places competence in the mind of the receiver, reducing agency to audience selection.
Further criticism from Celce-Murica (2007) suggests previous models of communication
competence are not sufficiently interrelated. Her research in linguistics focused on
communication training and resulted in a model which integrates competence into socio-cultural,
linguistic, actional, and strategic competence (Celce-Murica, 2007).
Current communication research is divided into organizational, interpersonal, and other
domains subdividing the field into manageable areas of impact. Communication Competence
Theory is vital to all areas of discourse and, like effective communication, while not a panacea,
can solve some problems caused by miscommunication at many levels. Media personalities,
local politicians, and family units build relationships based on shared communication. Without
communication competence, relationships suffer, meaning the Communication Competence
Theory could be used to examine communication challenges faced by society.
Gaps in Literature
Literature supporting the concept of Channel Overload has strong theoretical support
even though it has not been explicitly defined. For this study, Channel Overload is the
experience of having so many communication channels that the channels themselves become
overwhelming, leading to reduced communication effectiveness. Eppler and Mengis (2004)
attempted to define the many different forms of negative experience related to an overloaded
state, but they did not test their work and instead focused on unifying existing literature. There
are currently several gaps in the literature, including how employees respond to different
mediums in an organizational setting, removal of obsolete channels, and channel redundancy,
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Scholars have support from long-standing communication theories on how noise,
interference, and poor communication affect group and organizational communication (Barnlund
1970, Cho et al. 2011). Additionally, as more technology develops, organizations seeking a
competitive advantage will quickly implement new systems, including channels that are not
available today. Communication technological advancement will continue to create an
opportunity for new businesses and scholars alike.
One significant gap in the literature is the lack of specific studies designed to uncover
how employees respond to different mediums. Many studies have been done to support new
mediums, and organizations have embraced new platforms, but the literature does not identify a
limit to how many channels are helpful. Channels themselves present a unique opportunity for
further research into how many channels may be successfully implemented. Scholars have
identified various ways individuals and teams are negatively impacted by information overload,
and there is significant support for further theoretical research in this area (Mair et al., 2012;
Miritello et al., 2013; Shenk, 1997).
Another gap in the literature relates to removing or replacing channels as they become
obsolete. Managers and leaders of organizations know senior leaders favor techniques and
processes they know instead of new concepts they do not understand (Kotter, 2012).
Organizational leaders prefer the known to the unknown, and organizational change can be slow,
arduous, and challenging to implement (Kotter, 2012). Difficulty with change is not limited to
change in the communication dimension, and many organizations struggle to eliminate
established methods of communication, even when new systems create redundancy. Scholars
could examine change hesitancy by comparing the communication systems used by older
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organizations to recent startups to compare and contrast the methods used to collaborate between
these groups.
A final gap in the literature suggested for consideration is redundancy. There are many
obsolete systems in place and still in use. One way to study redundancy is to compare the
communication channels in place from several large organizations, screening for redundant
methods. Examples include digital and physical calendars or multiple messaging systems.
Significant literature on the topic of communication channels currently supports the problems
outlined in this review. Having too many or redundant channels negatively impacts
communication effectiveness in organizations (Stephens et al., 2017). New mediums for
collaborative communication are developed and released at a constant pace. Managers and
leaders are the first line of defense against communication overload. When organizational
communication gets out of control, workers, managers, and executives all feel the impact a
negative communication posture creates, and the resulting state of out of control communication
can lead to reduced performance and lowered job satisfaction (Cho et al., 2011).
One reason for the gaps in the literature is that Channel Overload is a developing
problem. As scholars point out, these challenges were not faced by the previous generation, with
no historical point of reference from which to begin. Communication theories provide insight
into relevant concepts, such as noise, interference, and overload. The problem of information
smog has created new issues with which the literature has not caught up. Shenk (1997) saw the
trend of data smog coming well before the modern era of Web 2.0, and in hindsight, his work
was prophetic. Never in history has so much information been available in such a way as it is
now (McLuhan, 1964; Ong, 1982; Shenk 1997). In a global economy where information travels
at the speed of light, organizations can no longer afford to wait for best practices to emerge.
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Organizations must thrive on the bleeding edge of new technology or face their demise. This
study was proposed to examine the role channels play in the complicated web of issues presented
by 21st-century digital communication.
Summary
Interpersonal and Organizational communication are in a state of rapid growth and
expansion as businesses, governments, religious organizations, and communities adopt new
communication systems (Perkel, 2017; Shi et al., 2021; Thomson et al., 2018). New methods of
sharing ideas and messages are developed rapidly, and society is slowly adjusting and
developing skills related to these new forms of media (Baym, 2015; McLuhan, 1964; Postman,
1993). Channels are the connections between individuals, groups, and institutions, and these
channels are no longer confined to locations or time-bounded, meaning individuals are not free
to leave work communication to work locations and time periods. Additional aspects of
communication overload are individual communication apprehension and communication
competence, which impact individuals and organizations. With the literature in mind, the
following chapter outlines the method used to examine the problem of Channel Overload. This
study adds to the growing body of overload scholarship and presents a foundational work on
Channel Overload as the impetus for future examination.
Chapter One made a case for Channel Overload as a topic for exploration. Chapter Two
reviewed the literature, presented the issue of Channel Overload in the Cybernetic Tradition, and
examined relevant literature addressing theory and challenges associated with channel and
communication overload. Chapter Three covers the methods used to conduct the thematic
qualitative interviews and provides an overview of the entire research process from the
institutional review board through data analysis and coding.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this study is to understand and evaluate how individuals experience and
compensate for Channel Overload in the workplace. Communication overload is believed to
occur when more incoming communication than a receiver can manage occurs, resulting in
reduced communication effectiveness, missed messages, and the avoidance of specific channels
or sources of communication (Cho et al., 2011; Stephens et al., 2017). The following chapter will
outline the methodology, design, procedures, and ethical considerations for this study on
Channel Overload.
Qualitative research is designed to uncover rich detail about experiences (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). This study sought to obtain detailed information from the lived experiences of those
experiencing Channel Overload. To properly examine the phenomenon of Channel Overload, 30
individuals were qualitatively interviewed. These interviews took place via a recorded Zoom
videoconference. The participants received no compensation for their participation in this study
and incurred no expense related to their involvement. Following the interviews, the data were
analyzed and coded for common themes. Five themes emerged, which are presented in Chapter
4. The following chapter will outline the design, research questions, setting, participants, and
procedures. Additionally, best practices, the researcher's role, data collection, data analysis, and
ethical concerns are discussed. The following section begins with an explanation of the design.
Design
Qualitative research is used in situations where there is an existing gap in the literature or
where the scope and boundary of an aspect of human experience are not fully understood (Punch,
2014). Many forms of qualitative research such as case study, narrative, ethnography,
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phenomenology, and grounded theory exist to help the qualitative researcher position their work
within a tradition (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The qualitative perspective was chosen as the area of
study because details of the lived experience of Channel Overload are not currently present in the
literature (Cho et al., 2011; Eisenberg et al., 2019; Thomson et al., 2018). It is necessary to
engage with the emotions and feelings of individuals from different backgrounds who experience
the phenomenon of Channel Overload to fully understand the problem of Channel Overload and
attempt to define its scope and indicators.
Other methodologies which might have been used for this study, such as ethnography,
phenomenology, and case study, are not sufficient to address the problem of Channel Overload
due to their limitations and focus on other aspects of the challenge associated with Channel
Overload. Case studies are differentiated by using the bounded case, which includes clear
demarcations for what is and is not part of a given case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A case study
would be an insufficient method to use for this study due to the need to transcend individual
cases into a broad audience.
Ethnography could be an excellent method for future studies examining Channel
Overload in an organizational setting. However, ethnography is not an ideal method to use when
seeking to understand how the phenomenon of Channel Overload impacts different members of
different demographics. A phenomenological design could also have been used, but as the
literature does not currently explain the phenomenon of Channel Overload well, a qualitative
thematic interview was selected. This study was conducted using a qualitative method via
thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews to uncover themes related to Channel Overload
for discussion and future study. The following section contains an overview of the research
questions and setting.
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Research Questions
Research questions are used to narrow, focus, and guide the research process (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Punch, 2014). Research questions are also an essential factor in selecting either
qualitative or quantitative methods (Punch, 2014). Broad research questions are ineffective as the
broadness positions the research on too wide of a path to honestly examine an issue. Conversely,
research questions that are too narrow in scope may not have as much societal applicability,
reducing a research project's potential use and impact. Researchers must balance the demands of
the problem statement with the resources available for a project. The following research
questions were developed through analysis of current literature and are designed to best
understand the problem of Channel Overload from the individual's perspective.
RQ 1. How are individuals impacted by Channel Overload in the workplace?
RQ 2. How do individuals compensate for Channel Overload in the workplace?
Setting
The interviews conducted for this study were completed through Zoom, a
videoconferencing software system. The researcher conducted the interviews in their home
office, and the participants were given the option of using audio or video to participate. The
researcher was dressed in casual attire to put the participant at ease. The interview office was
kept free of distractions, and the researcher used headphones to minimize background noise.
Additionally, the researcher kept their phone turned off and their door locked to limit
interruptions.
The participants were given the opportunity to choose their setting or not to use video
during the interview. Participants were directed to dress comfortably, and the researcher
informed them of the casual nature of the conversation to ease any fear or hesitation associated
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with the interview process. Participants were advised to minimize distractions for the duration of
the call. Finally, participants were encouraged to turn off or silence their cellphones but informed
that if they chose not to, or if they had an interruption, the interview would pause and resume
after the participant returned.
A final setting concern deals with the nature of Zoom fatigue. Massner (2021) suggests
that Zoom fatigue can be prevented by adjusting schedules, so participants are not engaging in
multiple video conferences each day and are seated in a comfortable background. To control for
Massner’s suggestions, participants were given the option of only using audio and self-selecting
their background, and encouraged to schedule the call after a substantial break from other video
conferencing events.
Florell (2020) suggests participants may experience fatigue from long conversations via
Zoom or other platforms and offered suggestions for minimizing the adverse effects of Zoom
fatigue. The first technique is to schedule breaks during extended meetings. Using a break
schedule allows participants the opportunity to move around after prolonged periods of sedentary
concentration. Another strategy is to suggest participants take visual breaks every 20 minutes and
look at something off-screen 20 feet away for 20 seconds (Florell, 2020). Each of these
principles was implemented, and participants were encouraged to move around and not remain
fixed on the screen for the duration of the interview. The following section outlines the
participant requirements and the screening process.
Participants
The participant pool for this study was comprised of individuals 18-years-old and older
who use at least one CMC for professional purposes. Additional requirements include the
requirement to be employed and the willingness to talk to an interviewer for approximately one
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hour about their professional communication experience. Each of these criteria supports the goal
of conducting ethical scholarly research and ensuring the participant will provide qualitative
lived experiences, which would help answer the research questions.
Participants were recruited through social media and a snowball recruitment strategy,
where additional participants were recruited through other participants. A snowball or chain
recruitment strategy leverages existing participants’ knowledge of other potential participants
who could provide a rich source of information on a specific topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Stratton, 2021). Of the 30 participants in this study, 25 were recruited via social media, with the
remaining five provided coming as suggestions from other participants.
Screening Process
Participants were screened before the interview to verify they met the criteria and were
eligible to participate in this study. The Pre-screening Questionnaire (Appendix B) collected
basic demographic and psychographic information, which was stored via encrypted media.
Participants who did not meet the screening criteria had their data deleted, were disqualified
from participation, thanked for their time, and not contacted again. Participants who met the
criteria were given an Informed Consent Form (Appendix A). Participants who signed and
agreed to the procedures were being briefed on the interview process and scheduled for their
interview. The following section examines the interview procedures and interviews’ best
practices.
Procedures
At the scheduled interview time, the researcher logged in and opened the
videoconference. The interviews were scheduled at times convenient for the participants. The
participants were given a Zoom link via email or text message, depending on their preference,
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and a follow-up message shortly before the interview. The Zoom interview was recorded in its
entirety, and the recording was saved via encrypted media. Once the participant arrived, the
researcher used the Interview Guide (Appendix C) to conduct the interview. The interviews
began by reviewing the Informed Consent Form (Appendix A) and ensuring the participants
fully understood the project, their role, and the interview process. Once complete, the interview
began with questions about demographics, followed by a brief channel audit and specific
qualitative interview questions. Upon completion of the interview, the participants were thanked
for their time and given the researcher’s contact information for any future questions.
Best Practices
The qualitative interview process is used to obtain rich, detailed information about a
given situation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Punch, 2014). It is used in
this dissertation to explore Channel Overload and the various ways participants experience it.
Qualitative interview best practices include the use of open-ended questions, probing questions,
and a calm and affirming environment (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Qualitative interviews aim
to answer the research questions posed in the study adequately and can be found in the Interview
Guide (Appendix C).
The interviews conducted in this study used a semi-structured approach and utilized the
questions on the Interview Guide (Appendix C). Thematic analysis or the process of distilling
themes from the interview transcription was completed using In Vivo coding via the desktop
coding application NVIVO produced by QSR International. The following section explains the
role of the researcher and interviewer in this study.
The Researcher's Role
The researcher in this study was a non-participant. The researcher did not embed himself
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in the community with any participants, nor did the researcher meet with stakeholders to address
concerns. The non-participant role assumed in this study was required due to the qualitative
interview design, which requires the researcher to minimize any impact on the collected data.
Throughout this study, the researcher strived to keep their own bias and their ideas out of the
discussion. The interviews were instead focused on the lived experiences of the participants.
Disclosure Statement
I recognize my perspective is limited to what I am familiar with, what I have studied, and
what I understand. As someone who has spent most of their life around conservative Christians, I
recognize that I am biased towards a conservative worldview. I recognize most of my
experiences have exposed me to conservative thought, and most of the people I work with and
socialize with are conservative and share a similar worldview to my own. I have worked
diligently to suspend my worldview and take special care when I encountered ideas or concepts
that challenge my worldview. I worked to ensure I do not dismiss the thoughts and experiences
of others as invalid simply because such thoughts are unfamiliar. I aimed to ensure that my
perspective has not translated into bias in my work. I have kept myself accountable to my chair,
Dr. Leinen, throughout the research process and kept my research focused by a standardized
interview format, a standardized pre-screening questionnaire, and personal reflection while
working with participants and data to ensure my perspective does not interfere with my research.
Data Collection
Data collection in this study consisted of conducting, recording, transcribing, coding, and
analyzing interviews. The data collection process began when the first interview started and
ended when all data was transcribed, checked for reliability, and was ready for coding. Before
analyzing the interviews, the audio files were transcribed by a professional transcriber. The

67
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
interviews were shared with the transcriber via encrypted means. The transcriber then transcribed
the interviews from the recordings to text. Once the transcription process was complete, the text
was compared with the audio files to check for errors, marking the end of data collection and the
beginning of data analysis. The following section examines the process of data analysis.
Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted by coding the transcripts for different themes, until the point
of saturation was achieved. Saturation is achieved when continued data analysis does not
generate additional information (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Felix & Smith, 2019). Achieving
saturation is an important step in qualitative studies, as it is a key indicator that further research
would not be expected to yield additional data points in a given population sample. This study
included 30 participants who provided a large amount of data for analysis. If saturation had not
occurred with the initial 30 participants, ten additional participants would have been added to the
study. Additional sets of ten participants would have been added until saturation was achieved.
Initially, the interviews were examined for common themes. There are many types of overloads,
and other names closely related to the phenomenon of Channel Overload, including cognitive
overload (Vollmann, 1991), information fatigue syndrome (Wurman, 2001), knowledge overload
(Hunt & Newman, 1997), information overload (Eppler & Mengis, 2004), and sensory overload
(Lipowski, 1975). I reviewed the emerging themes and terms for synonyms and other descriptive
words used by participants in place of Channel Overload. The interviews were then re-read until
theme saturation appeared, which then led to coding.
Coding
Coding is the meaning-making process and is accomplished through a process of dataaggregation and analyzing words and phrases that carry the same emotional, mental, or
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psychological association (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Punch, 2014). After reading the interviews,
three codes emerged: Channel Avoidance, overload management, and overwhelmed. Channel
Avoidance was significant in that individuals’ overload management was represented by actions
taken by participants to deal with the negative consequences of Channel Overload. Examples
include intentionally ignoring some or all channels, using specific channels at certain times, or
removing channels from their lives temporarily and permanently. The theme of being
overwhelmed was represented by various terms and phrases, such as feeling like drowning in
email or like one’s ducks were not in a row. The sensation was accompanied by a perceived lack
of control, frustration, or anger, associated with the negative experience of Channel Overload.
The primary difference between Channel Avoidance and overload management was that
Channel Avoidance occurs as a symptom of Channel Overload. Overload management emerged
as an active choice designed to help the participant complete communication-based tasks through
selective channel engagement to lessen overload. Participants who chose to ignore email as a
form of overload management would block off time to answer them all at once. Participants who
engaged in Channel Avoidance and ignored calls or texts for the rest of the afternoon were doing
so to escape, not to manage Channel Overload.
A second reading of the transcripts uncovered the inefficient workplace communication
code, which was followed by the final code, Channel Overload as a personal deficiency, which
appeared during the third reading. Inefficient workplace communication is associated with a
breakdown in different divisions, departments, or teams in an organization due to missed
communication. Another manifestation of inefficient workplace communication was when
schedules were posted in several places but unlinked so updates to one were not published to
others, leading to people missing meetings or events because they checked only their preferred

69
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
channel. Channel Overload as a personal deficiency, which can be a serious professional issue,
relates to the absorption of blame for Channel Overload, which becomes associated with
negative performance by individuals or teams. The following section examines the
trustworthiness of the thematic analysis and considers validity, reliability, and transferability.
Trustworthiness
An essential step before publishing work is ensuring it is valid, reliable, and transferable.
Qualitative researchers have several ways to ensure their research is sound. Validity deals with
the accuracy of the findings. Reliability refers to the consistency of a researcher’s approach with
others studying similar concepts. Transferability refers to the utility of a given study in other
contexts. Each of these methods of validation will be outlined in the following subsections.
Validity
Qualitative validity refers to the methods or systems a researcher uses to validate their
research. Validity strategies include triangulation, member checking, bias clarification, the
capture of detailed descriptions, and the presentation of disconfirming evidence (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). When qualitative scholars study a phenomenon, case, or problem set, situations are
frequently encountered which do not align with their expectations. Experiences outside of
ordinary experience are typical aspects of all social science research and are very natural. Quality
research presents any disconfirming evidence to outline where the boundaries of their ideas lie
and where they need refinement (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study used triangulation, bias
clarification, the capture of rich descriptions, and the presentation of disconfirming evidence as
validation strategies.
Triangulation was used by the capture of 30 participant interviews providing support to
the group findings as many individuals shared experiences related to Channel Overload. Bias
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clarification was completed earlier in this section and was an ongoing process throughout this
study’s completion. I held myself accountable to Dr. Leinen and the faculty of Liberty University
and was diligent to respective participants who shared different values and perspectives than my
own. Rich, thick, and highly detailed descriptions were captured in the interview process, and
codes were developed and discussed from those rich descriptions in Chapters Four and Five.
Finally, disconfirming evidence, such as the three participants who did not experience Channel
Overload, was shared in Chapters Four and Five.
Reliability
When referring to qualitative work, reliability is the idea that a given study is consistent
and stable (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Several methods exist to ensure the reliability of data,
including transcript checking and using and verifying clear code definitions. Other methods such
as team research and code cross-checking are not appropriate for this study due to the nature of
the academic dissertation process. A court recorder professionally transcribed each interview
collected in this study. I then checked each transcript before the coding process to reduce
transcription errors by listening to the individual recordings while reading each transcription.
Additionally, the codes were continuously reviewed throughout the coding process to prevent
code drift or a shift in the meaning of a specific code during the coding process (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018).
Transferability
Transferability deals with how well a study’s conclusions transfer to other settings and
contexts (Punch, 2014). Transferability is a measure of the utility of a study and addresses the
ability to transfer the study’s findings to other situations. The primary way this study proved its
transferability was through a rich, thick, and detailed description of the themes developed
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through the qualitative interview process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Codes are discussed in detail
in Chapter Four and were shared by 90% of participants.
Ethical Considerations
This dissertation sought to understand how individuals and organizations are impacted by
Channel Overload. The primary aim of social science research is to better understand the world
and improve the lives of those impacted by the issues under review (Punch, 2014). Ethics, or the
study of what is good, right, and virtuous, deals with how research is conducted (Punch, 2014).
A study that is not good, right, and virtuous would be considered unethical and thus should not
be undertaken. One of the primary methods of ensuring ethical conduct is the institutional review
board (IRB). The IRB process was completed before any interviews were conducted, assessed
the study for ethical concerns human rights violations, and ensured this study met Liberty
University’s standards for ethical research. The IRB process began on May 24th, 2021, and this
study was granted IRB approval on June 10th, 2021, by Liberty’s IRB team. Additional ethical
considerations are examined in the following section.
The protection of participant privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality were accomplished
by secure storage of identifiable information. Additionally, all physical notes and other study
documents only mention participants by their participant number. No list was ever generated
connecting participants to the pseudonyms used in this study. Aside from protecting participant
privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality, three ethical concerns were addressed. These ethical
concerns are platform bias, demographic bias, and the creation of Channel Overload in the mind
of participants.
Platform Bias
Using social media and a snowball recruitment strategy has the potential to impact who
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was eligible to participate in this study (Stratton, 2021). The target population is anyone 18 or
older and uses one or more applications to communicate with others. Facebook has the largest
share of social media users in the United States. Still, there are many controversies online,
mainly because of recent social media censorship actions taken by Facebook and other media
groups (Shaw, 2019). Research using Facebook as the primary source of participants could
provide a more comprehensive population sample but miss out on those who have had negative
experiences with Facebook other social media platforms and have left Facebook.
Platform bias could limit who participates, as some people who would report negative
experiences with communication Channel Overload may already have taken matters into their
own hands and no longer use social media as a method of coordinating their social or
professional communication. Choosing to eliminate social media from their lives would remove
them from the potential pool of participants. Most of the participants were recruited through
Facebook posts and a snowball recruitment. Several participant group members reached out via
email or phone to set up an initial screening, and not all participants who joined were recruited
via Facebook. There were no respondents from the LinkedIn post advertising the study.
Demographic Bias
Facebook profiles are a network of social connections and using one researcher’s social
network may generate demographic bias. Sharing a recruitment message via personal social
media accounts could result in an echo chamber where individuals who align with the
researcher’s thoughts and psychographics are the only participants (Rhodes, 2022; Stratton,
2021). To overcome demographic bias, a recruitment strategy of having friends share the
precipitation link was used. Additionally, as discussed, a snowball recruitment strategy was used
to expand the potential pool of candidates even further.
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Channel Overload Anxiety
The most significant ethical concern in this study is the possibility of implanting anxiety
of Channel Overload into the participants' minds. It is possible many people who are not aware
they are experiencing Channel Overload may struggle deeply with Channel Overload. Interviews
have the potential to plant ideas in the mind of participants through suggestive questioning
(Crisp, 1957; St. George et al., 2021). To prevent unethical anxiety-inducing activity, the survey
tool does not include questions that suggest to the participants of this study that they are
experiencing Channel Overload. Questions were designed to solicit information about the
experience of Channel Overload, and when participants did not express any concern or issue
connected to Channel Overload, the interview continued without attempting to uncover issues
that were not readily apparent to the participant.
Summary
This study sought to understand the connection between Channel Overload, individuals,
and groups. Many methodological approaches could be used to examine Channel Overload. Still,
due to the current research gap, the previous research shows a qualitative interview approach will
fill in current gaps and position future scholars to study Channel Overload. Channel Overload is
not sufficiently explored in its current form, and through the process of qualitative interviews,
the study hoped to explore this topic in detail, creating new footholds for future study. Cho et al.
(2011) and Thomson et al. (2018) have examined overload issues, highlighting the need for
further research.
This study aimed to examine the lived experiences of individuals struggling with Channel
Overload to build on prior scholarship and map out the problem of Channel Overload. Thirty
interviews were conducted via recorded Zoom meetings, transcribed, coded, and analyzed.
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Chapters One, Two, and Three presented the case for Channel Overload as a vital
communication problem, presented the theoretical background used in this study, and outlined
the methods used to collect and analyze the data. The following chapter presents a description of
the interview participants and explains the data analysis and theme development process.
Chapter Four ends with a presentation of the results of the interviews.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
Chapter Four addresses the research findings obtained from the data analysis as outlined
by Chapter Three. The participant pool, demographic details, and profile of the average
participant, a profile of minority participants, and the codes and code analysis completed during
the data analysis process will also be addressed. Throughout the chapter, participant stories and
expressions are shared, showing how participants are personally impacted by Channel Overload
through the themes of overload management, channel avoidance, being overwhelmed, inefficient
workplace communication, and Channel Overload as a personal deficiency. Chapter Four then
ends with a chapter summary and a preview of Chapter Five.
Participants
In this study the participant pool was made up of 21 males and nine females. The
participant racial breakdown was 28 Caucasian, one Indian American, and one Korean
American. Participant family makeup consisted of 20 married, six single, three divorced, and one
engaged member. Most participants were employed full-time, and four out of the 30 were selfemployed or contract workers. The population was spread out in age with 12 between the ages of
35 and 44, followed by nine between the ages of 25 and 34, three between the ages of 55 and 64,
and one between 18 and 24. There were no participants younger than 18 nor older than 64. Table
1 shows the demographic data.
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Table 1
Demographics and Communication Channels
% of Total
Number
Sample
Number
Gender
Total Communication Channels
Male
21
70.0
1 to 5
0
Female
9
30.0
6 to 10
2
Age
11 to 15
7
18-24
1
3.3
16 to 20
13
25-34
9
30.0
21 to 30
8
35-44
12
40.0
30+
2
45-54
5
16.7 Total Communication Devices
55-64
3
10.0
1
0
Race
2
6
Asian
1
3.3
3
11
Middle-Eastern
1
3.3
4 to 5
10
White
28
93.3
6 to 7
3
Marital Status
8
1
Single
6
20.0
Married
20
66.7
Engaged
1
3.3
Divorced
3
10.0
Household Size
1
2
6.7
2
8
26.7
3
9
30.0
4
9
30.0
5+
2
6.7
Community
Urban
3
10.0
Suburban
18
60.0
Rural
9
30.0
Employment Status
Full Time
26
86.7
Other
4
13.3
Employment Location
Office
16
53.3
Field
4
13.3
Home
1
3.3
Other
9
30.0

% of Total
Sample
0.0
6.3
21.9
40.6
25.0
6.3
0.0
19.4
35.5
32.3
9.7
3.2
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Average Participant Profile
Most of the participants were Caucasian and between the ages of 25 and 34. Men
comprised 70 percent of the sample group, and most participants were married. Additionally,
most members lived in households with two to five members, were employed full-time and
worked in an office setting. Most participants use between 11 and 30 channels and engage with
those channels using three to five devices. The typical participant in this study is a Caucasian
male, 37 years old, married, with one child, lives in a suburban environment, and works full-time
in an office. This typical participant uses four devices and engages with 20 channels regularly.
The average participant experienced Channel Overload commonly and did not think it
was abnormal to be overwhelmed by communication channels or experience an issue with worklife balance. Most participants experienced Channel Overload as a workplace issue that
sometimes bled into their home life but did not think their home life communication negatively
impacted their professional communications. Several participants used powerful language to
describe their experiences, and two cried during the interviews. None of the participants ended
the interview early. Several participants did express strong emotions such as anger, frustration,
and defeat. Next the minority findings will be addressed.
Minority Findings
The participants in this study were from a fairly homogeneous group. This is due to the
use of a convenience sample and the snowball recruitment strategy which resulted in recruited
friends and family of participants, who, in most cases, were likely to share similar demographic
qualities. Two members came from members of minority groups in the United States, and both
were consistent in most other ways to the average participant described in the previous section.
This study aimed to evaluate how individuals are impacted by Channel Overload, and the data
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set, while not as diverse as the general population of the United States, still contained rich
qualitative data that was almost universal across the participants.
Two participants indicated that they did not experience Channel Overload or have any
negative emotions associated with a large communication volume. Cole, a man in his midthirties who works in social media management for a small organization in the Pacific
Northwest, claimed he does not experience Channel Overload at all. When asked about the
number of channels he engages with, he counted 23 and uses six devices. Cole was an outlier in
this study as he has a high volume of communication but claims to not notice it. He described his
high communication volume as “an occupational hazard.” Cole further shared that he “had no
issues with channels or communication overload,” despite working full-time in marketing and
customer service roles. When explicitly asked if he experienced Channel Overload, he
responded:
You know, I don't. I have -- yeah, I don't. I've become a modern person. I have to deal
with it all day long [Channel Overload], constantly kind of checking around different
inboxes, bouncing around, answering things, you know, coming up with answers for
people on Amazon or whatever.
While Cole’s experience was not typical, his inclusion does provide insight into how
some individuals can adapt to higher communication volume. Eric has a similar experience
adapting to communication and has experience working for another company with a much higher
volume, and he noticed that he has a limit. While Cole firmly believes that he communicates a
low amount each day and is fine, Eric, a single 22-year-old working professional who lives alone
freely admits that he communicates too much but can adapt to it. Eric shared:
I would say my volume is probably moderate to high. I get around half a dozen calls for
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myself and management a day as well as probably another half dozen between myself
and customers, and then because I'm always scheduling more appointments, another three
to four with those, and then a few emails.
Throughout the interview with Eric, he attempted to maintained that his communication
was manageable, but when pressed on his experiences he remarked that in the past he had not
been so successful:
I can hold it pretty well together doing what I do now, but with the added pressure of that
[coordinating with multiple stores] was just too much. I wasn't -- actually very ready for
this -- I wasn't getting to things, I was putting things off because I couldn't handle all of
it.
When Eric described his experience with a previous employer his tone, and body
language changed, and he appeared discouraged, and frustrated, almost as if he was reliving the
experience. Eric and Cole each felt that they were well-adjusted and that neither their families
nor their organizations were negatively affected by their communication. Cole and Eric
represent the true minority findings, as they did not relate to any of the symptoms of Channel
Overload and expressed a positive drive to grow and adapt to challenging communication
situations. Despite Eric’s previous experiences he attested that he did not experience any
Channel Overload currently, and thus fits in with Cole making up the minority position in this
study. The next section will present the significant themes experienced by the remaining 28
people interviewed in this study.
Results
The study results present the outcome of the study, integrates theory, and shows how and
why the research questions were answered (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018;
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Felix & Smith, 2019). Results in this study are presented based on themes developed through
coding and contain a rich amount of data about the lived experiences of individuals, and through
them organizations, suffering from Channel Overload. Each theme is addressed in order of
relevance to the research questions. The theme development section concludes with a
presentation of unexpected themes that do not correlate to specific research questions.
Themes
Themes are repeated concepts that share ideas, even when individual words used by
research participants do not match (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). For
example, in a study about how individuals suffering from communication anxiety overcome their
issues, the theme of overcommunicating may be shared among many participants and be
described by different participants as talking too much, over-sharing, or getting too deep too
quickly in conversation. Each of these different experiences relates to a similar theme, one of
overcompensation, despite the dissimilar nature of participant descriptive language. Theme
analysis is a common qualitative methodological approach used in the social sciences and is used
in this study to connect similar ideas expressed through different perspectives (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Punch, 2014). Individual themes are explored in detail
below.
Overload Management
Overload management in the context of this study relates to the process, activities, or
consequences of a participant attempting to manage Channel Overload. Overload is a state where
the boundaries of what is acceptable are crossed (Pope et al., 2015; Stein et al., 2021). Examples
of overload include placing too many items in a container, exceeding the weight limit of an
elevator, or attempting to schedule too many meetings in a period of time. Overload is marked by
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decreasing ability to handle the same amount of stress, and can result in decline, decay, and a
complete breakdown (Stein et al., 2021).
The most common theme during participant interviews was the active management of
overload by individuals. Participants used various expressions to convey the experience of
overload management. Some shared that they were doing their best, others indicated that they
knew they were in an overloaded state, and many expressed deep frustrations. Body language,
tone of voice, and word choice were frequent indicators of a state of overload (Habib, 2019).
When conversations shifted to overload management, some participants perked up, describing
the positive steps they could take to keep going. Others, such as Eric, who denies currently
experiencing negative effects, shared moments of deep pain. While many participants expressed
concern about being overwhelmed, the dominant theme throughout the interviews was how
participants managed Channel Overload.
Many participants freely admitted that they were frustrated by Channel Overload. It was
not a question to them if they experienced it, but instead, Channel Overload was simply part of
their everyday life, and the question was what they would do about it. The theme of Overload
Management appeared 36 times throughout the interview process and is associated with the
processes or actions individuals use to manage their lived experience of Channel Overload. Some
intentionally engaged with the process and others passively withdrew. The most common active
response was to shut down all communication, refresh, and return later.
Stan, a 34-year-old, divorced father of three who works internationally as a defense
contractor is especially prone to completely checking out when he feels overwhelmed. Stan said,
“I’ll just check out basically… I will disconnect.” Stan has five devices that he receives
messages on, and has both a work and personal phone, computer, and a tablet. When describing
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the myriad of messages he gets, he became almost despondent. Stan’s face, previously full of
insight, began to drag, and it was clear as he talked about his experiences that he was reliving
them, and that it was not a pleasant experience. Stan shared that he did not feel that he was
managing well and that when things became especially complicated, that he felt he was not up to
the task. When asked directly about how he managed Channel Overload he said:
Well, I wouldn't say that I manage it very well. I just don't do -- if I feel overwhelmed
with things coming from all different places or just the volume is too much, then I -- I'll
just check out basically. … I will disconnect or focus, prioritize things and focus on
what is the most relevant to me or important to me.
Stan was not alone in his experiences. Marjorie, a 64-year-old substance abuse
professional, lives in Guam with her fiancé and 15 cats. She is a case manager at a local nonprofit and has worked in substance abuse recovery for 15 years. She works full-time and
struggles to keep up with technology. When it comes to overload management, she shared that
she has “…gotten pretty good at just compartmentalizing [separating tasks],” but as she shared
later, Marjorie lives in a constant state of professional anxiety.
Marjorie’s co-workers are all millennials, who she thinks were born with a phone in one
hand taking a selfie. She enjoyed the interview process and was excited to share about her
experiences until the topic of overload management came up. Marjorie’s office requires her to
answer messages on WhatsApp as fast as possible. She is in 15 professional group chats related
to her office and other organizations she supports in her work, and the director of her
organization is in most of them. She shared:
Well, my main communication is on WhatsApp and I'm probably -- my work requires
that I respond immediately if they send anything, so I have to constantly check because I
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don't always hear [notifications on my phone].
Marjorie admitted that her primary way of overload management is through muting her
phone, but struggles, as her hearing is “not what it used to be.” Her biggest worry is missing a
message to her in a large group, as she frequently scrolls through everything. She is not actually
processing the information, a problem she feels adds more pressure. The challenge for her is that
her boss expects her to be prompt on WhatsApp and is in many groups with her. Her words
imply that her anxiety about managing channels is not a big deal, but her facial expression and
visible anxiety when discussing overload management implied something different, especially as
she shared:
I worry a little bit about missing -- if I miss a chat from my boss from that group chat,
that one. And we're expected to respond, you know, even when they say “good morning”
or “hello” or this or that. That, kind of, is a little overwhelming.
Marjorie did share several times that her system is to simply open everything, so it shows
that she is up to date on her messages, and then try to pick out what matters. She frequently
forgets to check a second time and is often frustrated by how easy it is to miss the text on her
small screen.
Overload management was universally viewed as a necessary evil and not something
participants were trained in handling or discussed with management. Carl, a married father of
two young sons who lives in rural Virginia and runs a small electrical contracting firm, has a
similar overload management system to the one used by Marjorie. Carl said when he receives
new messages, he “quickly [looks to] see what it was… And a lot of times I’ll tell myself I’ll
answer that when I’m done with what I’m doing and then move on with my day and completely
forget to respond.” When describing the negative consequences of poor overload management,
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he shared, “It can derail [ruin] your day sometimes.” Carl expressed frustration because he is a
small business owner and in the contracting world if you are not available clients will move on to
someone else who is. Carl would prefer to if all clients called his office but feel that he would
lose too much business in the process.
Overload management has many negative consequences beyond Carl’s daylong
derailment. Carl and Marjorie are both concerned less about the short-term experience of missing
communication than the longer-term ramifications of lousy organizational experiences. Carl
never knows when a call could be a big job, so he feels like he must be always available to land
high-value clients. Marjorie is concerned about how negative interactions impact long-term
relationships due to poor channel management. Other participants shared similar concerns related
to poor overload management. Poor relationships with customers, family members, peers, and
colleagues were prominent concerns related to overload management. The following section will
discuss the relationship between these relational issues through the lens of Systems Theory.
Systems Theory and Overload Management
Systems Theory posits that individuals themselves are systems with internal and external
processes that impact other systems, such as a small business or other organization that relies on
the people who support it (Bertalanffy, 1968). People struggling with Channel Overload
management are, in effect, systems that are not functioning well. Many participants reported
overload management as a negative experience, with the almost universal experience that even
the management process negatively impacted productivity and harmed relationships. In an
overload management state, the most common activity was to de-prioritize communication,
which led to shorter, more direct interactions, sometimes harming relationships. Carl,
disgruntled, discouraged, and appearing as if he was reliving a bad experience, described the
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consequences of overload management by saying:
[if I miss a call others think I was] putting them off, and they get upset because they think
they're being ignored or something wrong when really you just -- you either needed a
break or you didn't have time to communicate in that moment. So, it does cause a little bit
of a rift [in customer relationships] there sometimes.
Carl shared that he felt like even if he did his best, clients and family would communicate
using whatever tool was convenient for them, and even after explaining that he was simply busy
during the day, many still felt ignored. He was doing everything he could and ultimately felt that
the 24/7 culture of modern communication had set unrealistic expectations that he simply could
not meet. Carl’s experience was not isolated, and many participants, especially those who did not
have any clear overload management plan, experienced the feeling of being overwhelmed. In
Carl’s case, management alone was not enough to stop the overwhelming feeling associated with
Channel Overload.
Systems Theory suggests that when an individual system within a more extensive system
begins to show stress, other systems will be impacted (Bertalanffy, 1968). In Carl’s case, his
personal communication skills alone were not sufficient to overcome the negative impacts of
Channel Overload, despite his sincere efforts to manage overload. He shared that his personal
and professional lives had become somewhat intertwined as he grew his business, and those
relationships were straining his family system and his professional system. Carl was feeling the
adverse effects, and so were his family and business. He also expressed concern that as he scaled
his company, the effects of Channel Overload would spread to other team members, expanding
the negative impacts, a concern that echoes that of Bertalanffy’s (1968) research on Systems
Theory. Carl, Marjorie, and many other participants are suffering in different ways, but ways that
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all stem from the overwhelmed state caused by Channel Overload, a theme that will be discussed
in the next section.
Bertalanffy (1968) suggested that systems attempt to share and balance stressors. In this
way biological, ecological, and family systems work together to support each other. When Carl’s
stress exceeds what he can handle he relies on his wife and other members of his team to pick up
the slack. When the stress of overload management overwhelms Carl’s ability to manage, it spills
over into his business, and eventually, into his family. Systems that are out of order, such as an
individual, team, or department in an organization, can share the load until a breaking point,
when larger systems, such as workers' unions or the local community get involved (Vallero,
2021). Systems Theory also indicates that interventions or checks and balances could be
implemented to protect smaller or weaker systems from the cumulative impact of Channel
Overload management (Bertalanffy, 1968; Jakimowicz et al., 2021; Vallero, 2021). The second
most common theme to emerge, that of being overwhelmed, will be discussed in the next section.
Overwhelmed
Being overwhelmed by Channel Overload, the subject of this study, was one of the most
common experiences shared by participants. Many attributed it to the sheer number of available
channels. Some suggested they were overwhelmed because they simply had too many inbound
messages, and others, less eloquently, simply stated that they were overwhelmed, became very
quiet, and reflected on the source of their problem, as if they were considering it for the first
time. An experience of being overwhelmed universally accompanied the experience of Channel
Overload.
Each participant was asked as part of the interview if they were overwhelmed in their
communication. When asked, 25 out of 30 responded yes, with two participants saying no, and
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two emphatically stating that they felt highly overwhelmed in their communication. Most of
those who felt overwhelmed attributed it to their professional experiences. Three participants
shared that they were overwhelmed by technology in general, while the other 28 participants
attributed the overwhelming experience of modern communication to communication technology
creating more problems than it solved. Many felt helpless in the face of current communication
expectations, as expressed by Greg, who said, “I don't feel like I have a choice at the moment
because how everything is structured, it's the most efficient way of communicating.”
Greg, a 57-year-old married father of two, lives in a suburban community and works as a
cosmetologist. He and his wife, a citizen of the Republic of the Philippines, are older parents
struggling to make ends meet and raise their three-year-old twin daughters. Greg did not shy
away from expressing how he felt. He was stoic during most of the interview, even when
describing the sense of overwhelming lack of power he feels at the hands of Channel Overload.
When asked directly if he experienced Channel Overload Greg replied, “If I could unplug, I
would.” Greg made this statement flatly, as if he had no say in the matter.
Given his profession, and his socio-economic status, Greg feels that he is completely
beholden to his phone. When a client calls, much like Carl, he must answer, or potential lose the
opportunity to make money. On a more philosophical level Greg wonders if in the future he will
have more control, but when pressed for what he meant, he shared that:
I think the issue I have right now with the digital world is the -- where I feel overload is
… being forced down our throat … you can't say anything about anything …
And then the other thing is that I find that at the moment the tech lords are -- they have
just a strong agenda that channels are being suppressed or filtered or even definitely
demonetized. So I think moving forward if there's a way that we can reverse that, I think
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the world will be a better place because right now I feel more irritation being online
because of those issues.
Greg feels like he has no power. He feels completely subordinate to the digital world, to
the point where he does not think he can ignore a call without losing business. When asked to
describe how deeply he believes what he is sharing he remarked “I think in practicality we're
almost slaves to it [channels, and digital media].” Towards the end of the interview Greg was
beginning to shut down and appeared as if he needed time to collect himself. Over the course of
his interview Greg had shifted from happy, through a long period of stoicism, to a man who
appeared at the end of his rope. Greg would walk away if he could, but, he and his wife were
caught, caught in what he believed to be a form of modern slavery.
Many participants described other behavioral markers and did not immediately use the
term overwhelmed to describe their experience. Some said frustration, irritation, and even anger
were primary emotions associated with Channel Overload, all of which, when distilled, seem to
stem from the overwhelmed state that Channel Overload creates in the minds of individuals.
Martin is a 35-year-old government employee with no children living in the suburbs with
his wife. Martin described the overwhelming nature of Channel Overload
[as feeling] like I don't have my ducks in a row, feels like I'm disorganized. And, you
know, like I find myself asking why it can’t just be like all -- I'm doing the same thing on
different platforms, why can't I just use one or two instead of four.
Martin has tried a few solutions to overcome feelings of helplessness he associates with
Channel Overload, including using his calendar to keep track of important dates. As a middlemanager he tracks events for himself and his team. His biggest challenge is that his calendars do
not sync, and others have access to make changes. He has both a professional and personal
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calendar, one shared with his work group and the other his wife. Because the systems these
calendars are on do not connect, he has to manually update them, adding one more challenge to
overcome in his attempt to keep his “ducks in a row.”
Chase, a 49-year-old father of four, lives with his wife in rural Virginia. He is a
commercial technician who works for the local government. His area of responsibility is large,
and he has roughly 15 buildings under his control. He shared that because of the 45 channels
through which he receives requests and information, he is almost always overwhelmed. In
response to questions about how those around him are impacted, he shared:
The position that I hold, there's only two of us in the entire [organization]… my employer
oversees 100 [buildings] and in each one of those [buildings] is the mechanical
equivalent as the development of houses. So, if you add all that up, you have two people
we'll have the issues, complaints, breakdowns, failures, shutdowns, the things -- it adds
up rather quickly when things are not going very well.
Chase went on to say that when he becomes especially overwhelmed there is not even
time to go to the bathroom. At a low point in the interview Chase became quiet and shared that
he felt like he was giving up years off his life because of all the stress. When asked what he did
when things got terrible, he said he would “turn my phone off for 30 or 40 minutes, open my
eyes back up, and see if it got any better.” When asked if it helped, he silently shook his head as
if to say no.
Systems Theory and Being Overwhelmed
Individuals who feel overwhelmed are disturbed and are what Systems Theory describes
as an open system (Bertalanffy, 1968). Open systems are subject to input from the environment
and have an internal state that can impact itself and others (Bertalanffy, 1968; Schirmer &
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Michailakis, 2019; Skyttner, 2006). Open systems are subject to interference and, in a state of
overload, an open system, receiving more input than it can process and manage, is in a state of
distress. Distressed systems, especially open systems connected to other open systems, impact all
other open systems and connected systems. Thus, an overwhelmed person frequently
overwhelms those close to them. With sufficient support, open systems, such as a family unit,
can work together to overcome a time-bounded situation, but over time, if left uncorrected,
further system damage can be expected to strain larger systems, such as an organization or
community (Bertalanffy, 1968; Lee, 2021; Schirmer & Michailakis, 2019; Vallero, 2021).
Systems, especially open systems functioning in distress, receive support from other
connected, subordinate, and superior systems. If an individual suffers from Channel Overload,
they may receive extra support from friends, family, or even co-workers who sense the suffering.
A common expectation in close relationships is that of mutual support (Schirmer & Michailakis,
2019). When one person suffers, others share the load. The problem with Channel Overload is
that isolated or rare instances do not cause the symptoms.
People that suffer from Channel Overload should be expected to continue to struggle,
leaving them in an overwhelmed state for a longer time than other open systems in their network
can support. Thus, in an overwhelmed state, resources, time, affection, or even money are
disproportionately reallocated, leaving less support for others. Chase and Greg both feel like they
are overwhelmed, and that their level of stress is creating stress on their families, exactly as
Systems Theory would predict.
Channel Avoidance
Channel Avoidance was the most common response to the experience of Channel
Overload. Twenty-seven participants expressed that when things became too overwhelming, they
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would simply turn off their phone, ignore their email, or take a break from their desk to refresh.
The most common avoidant period was between 20-30 minutes, with a few suggesting 5-10
minutes was enough to recharge and others saying they would disconnect for the rest of the night
or an entire day to reset. The most common response to Channel Avoidance was to create
mental, emotional, and physical distance from channels temporarily. Channel Avoidance could
mean taking a short break to refresh and was frequently done in tandem with other breaks or
face-to-face interaction.
Jill, a woman in her early 60s and an outlier because of her ability to disconnect from the
world for extended periods, said that when she has too much going on, “I will put my phone
down for months at a time.” Jill and her husband served as missionaries in Southeast Asia when
their five children were young and lived for several years on an island with limited power. Jill
did not express any special system for overcoming the stress associated with Channel Overload
other than technological abstinence. She indicated that she was blessed to be able to avoid and
ignore a cell phone for extended periods giving her time to refresh. While her response was not a
standard Channel Avoidance method that could easily be emulated by others, it shows how far
some who struggle with Channel Overload will go to avoid channels that are inhibiting their
peace of mind. Jill is retired and in a position to take such drastic action, but working adults,
especially those who work with people in any capacity, are not able to withdraw in such a drastic
way.
Susan, a 33-year-old dance teacher, lives with her husband and 18-month-old daughter in
rural Virginia. She has experience working as a professional dancer and as a secretary in the
automotive and construction industry and is a community college student. Susan is comfortable
navigating several communications channels and has no problem moving from social media to
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email, followed by text-messages. She is highly comfortable with digital media and digital
communication channels. Susan is also frustrated by the amount of time it takes her to balance
her schedules. She uses several different applications to keep up with work, school, and her parttime work as a dance instructor, and is completely frustrated.
Susan hates all the different “back roads” and wishes there was a “digital highway” she
could use to connect everything she navigates. She is also very busy, between working three
jobs, caring for her young daughter, and teaching dance lessons, and Susan admits she is
overwhelmed by life in general. She also admits that she is easily frustrated when technology
does not work for her. Susan, like Jill, uses Channel Avoidance as a strategy when things “get
out of control.” According to Susan when she gets overloaded, she:
will stick my head in the sand until I'm mentally ready to tackle [all incoming messages]
… then just sit down and go through all of it and answer all the questions that -- but
generally that's after coffee and I've been fed, and I can answer and think and process
through all of it.
For Susan, Channel Avoidance is also a reminder to take care of other important things
that are being neglected, such as eating, drinking water, and other self-care tasks. Susan is
admittedly a very busy woman and recognizes that Channel Avoidance does not solve the
problem. According to Susan, sometimes she needs time to reset, but it isn’t the channels, it’s
just taking a break, a break that she frequently does not take until she is completely
overwhelmed, regardless of where the source of stress is located.
Another common experience shared was ignoring email until a specific time was set
aside to go through all messages. Several participants expressed concern that they did not want to
open their inbox until they were ready to prioritize their inbox, respond to the messages that
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mattered, and delete all the junk or spam emails. Eric shared that he avoids email at all costs,
even responding by phone calls, when possible, as he felt that it was too easy to get sucked into
it.
Patricia, a 53-year-old married mother of two who lives in a small rural community, turns
off work email notifications and waits until she has time blocked off. Patricia’s office job is both
demanding and frustrating, as she is frequently overwhelmed, but she did recognize that she is at
best delaying the problem and not solving anything.
Ananya, a Middle Eastern woman in her early thirties, has worked internationally in K-12
education and was recently promoted to principal. She is experiencing a difficult transition as she
moves from friend and peer to the teachers to her new role as chief administrator. In the process,
she is trying to draw boundaries and is finding her voice and authority in a primarily digital
environment. Many of her staff and teacher friends are younger and like to join new social media
platforms, something that she has done in the past to try and keep up.
I don't want to do any of them [new channels and new social media platforms] -- I'm
getting old. I don't want to do TikTok. I don't really message with Snapchat or anything.
I don't want to do anything new.
Ananya has found herself avoiding communication that is not strictly necessary, avoiding
WhatsApp after hours:
And then sometimes, I'll hide from one app [Facebook Messenger]. So, somebody will
message me on Messenger, and I can answer with a push notification, and I'll tell them to
message me on WhatsApp and vice versa. I've had WhatsApp since 2013, and the last
month or so is the first time I've ever changed the visibility [the ability of someone to see
when I am online, or if I have read messages]. I left it on always because I have people in
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different time zones, and I need to see if someone's woken up yet [by viewing their recent
activity, a feature that requires both parties to enable visibility]. Now with my new job, I
need it to be that no one can see I'm on the line.
Ananya’s experience was not unique. Many participants expressed a desire for privacy,
acknowledging that they had responsibilities, but wanted to balance their availability with
personal bandwidth. Some said they would only take specific calls during certain times, avoiding
specific people and not specific channels. Others avoided social media, email, or even work
phone calls to take back control of their schedule.
Brian, a 36-year-old community organizer who lives and works in a rural area of
California, was very clear about his intentions. When asked about how he manages Channel
Overload he said, “So I guess procrastination and ignoring has become my tactic for dealing with
Channel Overload.” Brian’s sentiment was shared by several others, and despite his calm
demeanor, it was easy to tell that Channel Avoidance is wearing on him. Brian repeatedly
mentioned a desire to return to a simpler lifestyle, where you had to be present to speak. He also
freely admits that his work would be much more complicated, and he could not possibly
coordinate work across different agricultural teams in such an environment.
Systems Theory and Channel Avoidance
Open systems, such as businesses, families, or other organizations, depend on
communication for sustainment, relationship development, decisions, and connectedness
(Bertalanffy, 1968). When communication breaks down in a relationship, many other aspects of
that relationship also break down (Lee, 2021). Channel Avoidance may be a good idea within a
specific context. Participants in this study repeatedly expressed that taking a break, which
includes the avoidance of some or all channels that were contributing to the experience of
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overload, helped them reset. The problem with Channel Avoidance is that it passes the
individual's stress onto the system, placing additional communication strain on the organization.
The next theme, Inefficient Workplace Communication, is directly connected to problems
associated with Channel Overload in the workplace.
Inefficient Workplace Communication
Participants who worked in an office setting were disproportionately impacted by
Channel Overload leading to inefficient workplace communication compared to those who ran
their own business or worked in a different setting. Office workers consistently shared
experiences related to Channel Overload impacting intra-organizational messages. The previous
themes dealt with how individuals experienced or navigated their experience of Channel
Overload. The theme of inefficient workplace communication deals with how individuals feel
about their professional communication, specifically as it relates to their coworkers and
supervisors.
A common thought expressed in connection with this theme was that rapid
communication, for instance a text or email, could frequently be ignored. Face-to-face
communication features immediate responses, and individuals frequently express and share goals
and timelines. In an email, one which may wait until the end of the day to be read and responded
to, sending it does not answer any questions in the way co-present communication does. Digital
communication contains no body language, and workers, especially those low in power or status
in an organization, may get answers to questions slowly or not at all, leaving them unsure about
what to do or how to proceed in a complex situation.
Another frequent response related to workplace communication efficiency was an
expressed desire to streamline all communication into fewer channels. Carl shared that he was
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utterly overwhelmed by the amount of information he had to process and that having it come
across through multiple emails, phone calls, texts, messaging apps, and social media made it
much worse. When asked how he felt about the number of channels he used to communicate,
Carl remarked:
It is a little cluttered. I wish there was a way to channel it all into one stream because it
gets very difficult to check this, check this, check this, you know. Things get missed. It
would be easier if it all came through one source.”
Carl’s experience was echoed by James, another participant who wished that
communication could be streamlined. James, a 45-year-old married father of three, lives in a
rural part of Florida. He works as an instructor, and has a few side business, one where he sells
gold, another where he invests in cryptocurrency, and another where he pursues estate sales and
tax-forfeiture properties. James is very active, leverages several messaging applications and
email systems, and has two phones, two computers, and a tablet. He has several email addresses,
and is active on four social media platforms, as well as several online discussion boards. James
strongly believes in the importance and superiority of co-present oral communication and views
all other methods as necessary evils. He, like Brian, acknowledges that without communication
technology he would not be able to do the work he does.
James shared his sentiment towards workplace communication and said that he would
often receive information via multiple channels and simply wait for it to come through a channel
with which he was comfortable before he would act. James further shared:
I use Slack and there's about four different groups in there that I'm a part of and use not
regularly, but probably a couple times during the two weeks. And then also use
WhatsApp for work. …. then I'm also part of a Signal group of a previous workplace that
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I was at, but I still read most of it every now and then I participate. … Usually, I will just
drop off some of those communications especially at work. If there's like four different
ways of communicating, usually one will take a backseat and I won't check it for a while.
James was mildly annoyed when he initially discussed the problems with communication,
and as he continued, he became visibly irritated, and at one point began to reminisce about how
much better things would be without all these electronic distractions. James does not view digital
communication as appropriate for important conversations and feels unequipped to navigate
digital communication in the same way his younger peers and subordinates do. He also strongly
believes that there should be one method to share one type of professional communication, and
that everything else simply gets in the way.
Brian works with other farms in a loosely affiliated co-op network and does not have
workers or formal business partners. He spends most of his time networking and expresses
frustration with channels that provide low communication power but are necessary to keep his
group profitable. Brian does not have the luxury of turning off everything, but when he gets
frustrated, he will switch to a pen and paper method to keep things straight. He recognized that
he could not collaborate with others via this method, but when things get bad, and he feels very
overloaded, he goes back to what he knows, saying:
I know me personally if I have all these notifications coming in that so-and-so sent a
message and you have this meeting, or you need to make this phone call, like, if I just
have it written on a list in front of me that I can check off on a piece of paper with a pen,
I'm going to do better with that than I will with my phone trying to boss me around all
day.
Brian, James, and Carl are all leaders in their workplaces, and juggle multiple
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commitments. While each struggle in different ways, all three are united in their desire to see
increased performance, efficiency, and organization. None of them presented a workable
situation, and all three were convinced that for the foreseeable future they would have to
navigate the challenges ahead of them with the imperfect tools at their disposal.
Systems Theory and Inefficient Workplace Communication
Businesses are open systems made from the individual team members, the building, and
all equipment utilized or encountered during the organization's lifespan (Bertalanffy, 1968;
Vallero, 2021). Organizational norms dictate how and when communication occurs, meaning
many aspects of organizational communication are often standardized in practice, even if not
codified as standards (Buhmann & Sommerfeldt, 2021). Workers engage with their peers and
managers using the tools they have available. In the absence of training and tools, individuals
communicate with the skills they have or via the methods that are in place. In a practical setting,
this means that absent a real communication plan, workers and managers are at the mercy of the
mixed bag of tools they are comfortable with and the quasi-stable nature of organizational
norms.
Inefficient workplace communication is not just an issue that impacts the bottom line. In
some environments, such as a ship’s navigation team or a aviation pilot, inefficient
communication can lead to major accidents, including death and loss of billions of dollars in
equipment or cargo. Poor communication in military environments can cause grave damage to
those in and around the combat zone, and also lead to failed missions, battles, campaigns, and
even an entire war, as was the case during the Battle of Midway (Tully & Yu, 2015).
Pilots manage a wide variety of information systems while in the cockpit. They are
required to balance the need to communicate, fly, and manage the wide variety of systems in
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place guiding the flight, sharing information with the tower, and providing input to the flight
process (Hartley, 2020). Sattelite networks, Aviation networks, and other data sources feed into
the GPS unit, which feeds information both to and from the pilot. Additionally, aircraft systems
provide feedback to the GPS unit, and the pilot directly. At any given point the pilot is
simultaneously managing input from mechanical, digital, and audio feedback sources, while also
keeping the plane on a safe trajectory in relation to the environment (Hartley, 2020). Inefficient
communication for a pilot has led to death, destruction of property, loss of cargo, and in extreme
events loss of passengers.
Efficient communication thrives in places where it is intentionally managed, and based
on participant interviews, it appears to degrade in other settings (Black et al., 2019; Griffin et al.,
2017). Systems Theory predicts that negative communication experiences shared by multiple
members of an organization would pass negative experiences along to managers and customers,
a situation that could threaten the entire organization. The impact individual communication
efficiency has on a system will be examined in Chapter Five. The next section will examine a
final theme, one of agency and blame related to the negative experience of Channel Overload.
Channel Overload as a Personal Deficiency
Marjorie, as discussed earlier, is frustrated and at the end of her rope with messaging.
According to her, “my work requires that I respond immediately if they send anything, so I have
to constantly check because I don't always hear [notifications on my phone or computer].” She
has a hearing issue, and even after acknowledging that WhatsApp is not for everyone, she
accepts blame for what she believes is poor performance.
Marjorie cannot always respond because she does casework and client visits. She
frequently engages with people in the community who are struggling with domestic violence,
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substance abuse, sexual assault, child abuse, and other criminal activity. When she is in a
counseling or case management session, she leaves her phone outside of her office and does not
keep her cell phone on her when she takes breaks throughout the day.
Marjorie feels that if she does not respond within 15 minutes, she will be scolded for her
inattentiveness by her program director. Marjorie’s experience is not isolated and was discussed
by other participants. Several others who work in an office or field setting expressed anxiety over
their performance. Carl described missing client calls as having the potential to ruin his day.
James, a senior manager at his office, feels like if he does not respond to group chat messages
fast, others will think he is losing his edge.
Jerron, a 30-year-old career professional, lives with his wife and two sons in an urban
community in Guam. He believes that messaging is too informal for the business world but finds
himself backed into a corner by other workers in his office. Jerron prefers face-to-face meetings
and has anxiety about how to communicate over text messages. When asked about texting, he
sighed and related how overwhelmed he is trying to keep up with it all. Jerron’s experience was
difficult for him to express, and as he spoke it was clear he was holding himself personally
accountable for poor organizational communication of in his office. The unifying experience in
this theme is one of agency. Marjorie, Jerron, James, Carl, and others did not connect with the
communication issue as a professional or organizational problem but instead felt they were
failing. The problem was theirs, not the organizations.
Systems Theory and Channel Overload as a Personal Deficiency
As stated in other sections, when systems fail, they are supported or fail in concert with
other systems (Bertalanffy, 1968; Lee, 2021; Schirmer & Michailakis, 2019). When the heart
slows down and begins to give out in the human body, other organs are stressed due to less blood
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and a lack of oxygen (Vallero, 2021). The brain deteriorates, leading to poor motor control as the
rest of the body begins to degrade over time depending on the severity of the issue, causing other
issues. Humans who fail have a similar effect on those around them. In an organization, others
begin to pick up the slack, and people adapt if the system can absorb the stress or continue to
degrade as a system (Black et al., 2019; Griffin et al., 2017). When poor communication stresses
a person, their communication with others in the organization suffers. In the case of Channel
Overload as a personal deficiency, people are struggling with Channel Overload, recognizing it,
and instead of seeking support, participants in this study said they turned inward, suffering in
silence.
Of the 30 participants interviewed, 16 expressed that Channel Overload was their
problem one way or another. When workers internalize Channel Overload as a personal
deficiency, they take the agency away from organizational leaders who can change
organizational communication policy and place the burden on themselves, most of whom cannot
alter their communication load in a professional setting. Without acknowledging that the
organization itself has a problem, individuals cannot support each other. The system should be
expected to respond to the slowly increased amount of poor communication, even when
internalized as a personal problem. Chapter Five will examine this issue in-depth, but it should
be noted here that not a single participant held the organization responsible for any aspect of
Channel Overload. Blame, if focused outside of themselves, was reserved for managers who
were out of touch, as opposed to organizations that lacked a clear communication plan. Next the
research questions will be addressed and discussed.
Research Questions
Both research questions were answered in depth by responses from participants working
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in different settings, living in different communities, and across all age groups present in the
participant sample. Most of the participants experienced some degree of Channel Overload, and
responded by avoiding channels, technology, or situations that created Channel Overload in the
workplace. The next section provides detailed explanations on how each research question was
answered throughout the interview process.
Research Question One
Research Question one was answered in depth by responses from participants working in
different settings, living in different communities, and across all age groups present in the
participant sample. Individuals are impacted by Channel Overload though internalized
acceptance of personal responsibility for negative consequences of Channel Overload, Channel
Avoidance, and most commonly by feeling overwhelmed. Individuals also reported that Channel
Overload causes inefficient workplace communication, frustrating workers, managers, and
leaders across organizational and industry boundaries.
Research Question Two
Research Question two Was answered throughout the interviews by participants who
shared the techniques they use to overcome, navigate, and in many cases, succumb to the
consequences of Channel Overload. Many participants avoid certain channels, compartmentalize
channels, or remove themselves completely from channels for a given time. Additionally,
participants shared, in the most challenging aspect of this study, that in some cases they accepted
personal responsibility for Channel Overload and believed that their own inadequacy was
responsible for their negative experiences.
Summary
Chapter Four provided an overview of the findings of the qualitative interviews
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conducted in this study. In total, 30 people were interviewed by the researcher and asked a series
of questions about their experience with Channel Overload. As a convenience sample, the
participant group represented a disproportionately large number of middle-class men, who
primarily work in an office setting. Most participants expressed negative experiences associated
with Channel Overload and, to a varying degree, recognized the root cause as too much
communication. Two participants were confident enough in their communication skills that they
did not feel any effects of Channel Overload.
Systems Theory, the perspective used to interpret the results of the interviews, suggests
that when open systems, such as the participants in this study, suffer from Channel Overload,
other systems connected to them should be expected to suffer as well (Bertalanffy, 1968; Lee,
2021; Schirmer & Michailakis, 2019). Participants shared that the organizations they support are
negatively impacted by Channel Overload and that they frequently shut down specific channels
or all communication to reset before resuming work. For some organizations, that is acceptable,
but for many, especially client-facing or businesses with a vital customer service element,
turning off communications could be expected to lead to negative consequences.
Chapter Four presented the findings and explained the majority and minority perspectives
uncovered during the interviews, the results of which will be discussed in the next chapter.
Chapter Five will summarize the findings, discuss the meaning of the findings in relation to other
empirical research, examine study delimitations and limitations, and make recommendations for
future research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative interview study was to understand the problem of Channel
Overload as experienced by employees in an organizational setting. Organizations were, are, and
will continue to be created to serve a purpose that is larger than what an individual is able to
accomplish on their own. The term organization means a group working together and established
for a purpose (Black et al., 2019). One of the most important aspects of any organization is its
communication, or communication culture. To successfully leverage its human capital,
organizational communication must be effective, affirming, and relationally edifying.
Organizations are built by, with, and through communication, as communication is the building
block of relationships (Ong, 1982; Stewart, 2012).
Chapter Five addresses the findings of this qualitative interview study, beginning with a
summary of the findings, followed by a discussion of the findings and the implications of the
findings considering the relevant literature and theory. This chapter also contains a discussion of
the delimitations and limitations and recommendations for future research. Chapter Five then
ends with a summary of the chapter, and the conclusion of the study.
Summary of Findings
This study focused on answering two research questions: RQ 1. How are individuals
impacted by Channel Overload in the workplace, and RQ 2? How do individuals compensate for
Channel Overload in the workplace? Both questions were answered throughout the interview
process. Participants shared negative experiences associated with Channel Overload, and
Channel Overload compensation.
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Research Question Analysis
Research Question One was addressed in-depth by most study participants, most of
whom strongly despised Channel Overload, even when they could not put words to exactly how
they felt. Participants described Channel Overload as overwhelming, frustrating, and anxietyinducing. The study group was extremely discouraged when discussing the number of channels
they engaged with on a daily basis, and several discussed wanting to escape. Eric, when
describing a particularly overloaded state, said he found himself “beyond burnout, overwhelmed,
frustrated, and unable to continue.” Eric’s experiences were tied directly to a youth group he
supported, a group that he later left because he simply couldn’t keep up with the communication
expectations.
Eric was not alone in his experiences. Ananya, Susan, Clarissa, and others all shared that
they felt like they were constantly behind, that they could never meet the communication
expectation, and that their biggest challenge in the workplace was keeping up with all the
demands of messaging. For them work was no longer about getting the job done, but about
keeping their heads above water. Michael, a married father of three, felt that his head was just a
mess and that his mind and thinking were clouded by all the channels, making it impossible to
accomplish anything at work. Participant answers to RQ 1 provided clear insight into how
individuals are impacted by Channel Overload.
Research Question Two elicited a wide variety of responses from the participants,
ranging from taking short breaks, to shutting down social media channels, and leaving groups, as
Eric did. The most common response was to turn off a channel for a brief period and revisit it
later. This worked well for Stan and Marjorie, who were able to strike a balance, allocate time,
and leave work at work. Michael, a travelling salesman, does not have the luxury of
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compartmentalizing his communications. Michael feels like he is constantly under the gun to
perform, and that his sales territory is always up for grabs. Michael is unable to disconnect. This
sentiment was shared by those in management positions. Craig’s boss never lets him go, often
communicating when he is off the clock. To compensate he simply ignores his boss, a process
that only delays the inevitable, as Craig’s boss often holds him accountable for failing to respond
fast enough.
Channel Overload compensation raises many other problems. Study participants who
worked in less organized situations such as Jill and Tessa, had to manage a large amount of
communication and if they fell behind it was not easy to catch up. Both shared that they wished
they could pause their communication but noted that in their positions it simply was not possible.
Further, they both felt that they were responsible for the lack of overload management skills and
that they were to blame for any negative performance associated with their Channel Overload
compensation.
Discussion
The purpose of this section is to discuss the study findings in relation to the empirical and
theoretical literature reviewed in Chapter Two. Much of the previous research on experiences of
overload focused on information, social media, data, and the challenges associated with
managing and navigating the vast amount of incoming communication and information
individuals encounter daily (Bergman et al., 2020; Cho et al., 2011; Dobosh et al., 2019; Kelliher
et al., 2019). Data Smog, Information Overload, Communication Overload, and Social Media
Overload have each been addressed in the literature, which primarily treat each issue as isolated
from the others (Habib, 2019; Feather, 2013; Shenk, 1997). Misinformation, disinformation, fake
news, and other problems associated with the wide amount of data that individuals process when
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seeking to understand the world around them has also been studied in depth (Lloyd, 2010; Xu &
Gutsche, 2021; Yan, 2021). The challenge with previous literature is that it examined different
aspects of the same problem isolated from the individual communication challenges faced by
today’s workers.
To bridge that gap, this study examined the cumulative impact communication channels,
considered as a group unto themselves and in their entirety, have on an individual. Social media,
mail, phone calls, meetings, text messages, group chats, and video conferencing are all part of
the communication profile individuals in the developed world encounter daily. This study found
significant issues with the volume of channels used to communicate, and uncovered problems
Channel Overload creates in both individuals and organizations. The next sections will examine
the connections between this study and existing empirical and theoretical literature within the
framework of Systems Theory.
Empirical Literature
Cho et al. (2011) examined the relationships between the rate of communication and
processing on perceptions of communication load and suggested that diversity in communication
channels has a moderating effect on perceived communication load. Aboelmaged (2018), Ali et
al., (2020), and Awada and Gutiérrez-Colón (2019) each examined different positive aspects of
digital communication channels and found channel diversity to present positive opportunities for
the workplace. Significant amounts of current literature suggest that digital communication is a
force for good regardless of the organization type or industry (Capizzi et al., 2021; Griffin et al.,
2017; Dobosh et al., 2019; Eisenberg et al., 2019). There is little empirical evidence that
examines negative consequences of digital communication.
Eimhjellen (2014) conducted a quantitative study on the use of internet communication in
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non-profit organizations. The intent was to uncover if internet use had any drawback and found
disconfirming evidence which suggested that organizations in its participant group were
strengthened by digital communication tools. Recently Massner (2021) and Florell (2020) have
examined videoconferencing technology and found issues inherent in the platform. Individual
platforms have extensive coverage in the literature, often with suggestions for positive
application in the business sector (Gofine & Clark, 2017; Johnson, 2018; Keiser, 2014b; Kochar
et al., 2018; Leeds & Maurer, 2009; Rentsch et al., 2014).
Many studies have been conducted on the topic of individual mediums and organizational
communication. This study fills a literature gap by examining communication mediums taken
together for the purpose of examining how the totality of channels can create unique
communication challenges. Tremendous empirical support exists for channel implementation and
organizational success (Dobosh et al., 2019; Johnson, 2018; Keiser, 2014a; Thompson et al.,
2018; Zhang & Huai, 2016). None of that is discounted by the findings of this study.
Communication channels will not cease to exist because this study found that the volume of
communication in the sample population created a problem for individuals and organizations.
Instead, this research suggests a path of moderation. Or, as the title implies: when it comes to
communication channels, fewer channels may present the opportunity for more effective
communication.
Systems Theory, as suggested earlier in this study, predicts that when individual systems
break down, become stressed, or cease to function as designed, other systems take over or fail as
well (Bertalanffy, 1968; Schirmer & Michailakis, 2019; Skyttner, 2006). Organizations, as open
systems, are impacted by communication channels used to accomplish organizational goals.
Organizations are also impacted by the cumulative consequences of communication decisions.
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Managers and leaders could set policies in place that protect their workers, and when examining
the empirical literature may believe that diversity, as indicated by Aboelmaged (2018), Ali et al.,
(2020), and Awada and Gutiérrez-Colón (2019), will provide a net positive benefit. While the
empirical data does suggest that diversity is good for the organization, this study found that
individuals and organizations suffer when diversity of communication channels exceeds what
individuals and organizations as systems can handle.
Empirically, this study pushes the boundaries of what is known about the collective
impact of communication mediums. Individual channels are almost universally supported by
empirical literature, as positive additions to an organization. This study does not deny the value
of channels as a group, or as individual channels, but instead reveals that there is an upper limit
to the number of channels that an individual or organization can utilize. This study suggests,
through empirical evidence, that while all channels may be useful individually, that the unending
addition of channels can and does create additional stress organizations and individuals cannot
sustain.
Theoretical Literature
Findings in this study can be understood through the lens of Systems Theory, and further
through Communication Competence Theory, and Communication Apprehension (CA), a subset
of Trait Theory (Amiri & Peteh, 2021; Littlejohn et al., 2017; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984).
Communication Competence Theory (CCT) suggests that individuals can grow in their
competence, skill, and ability to navigate channels (Littlejohn et al., 2017; Spitzberg & Cupach,
1984). Communication Apprehension (CA) suggests that some individuals experience fear or
anxiety associated with communication because of intrinsic personal qualities McCrosky and
Beatty (1984) described as traits. Channel Overload, CA, and CCT will be analyzed further in

110
CHANNEL OVERLOAD
the next section.
Channel Overload and CCT
One of the most surprising findings from this study was the idea that individuals
internalize Channel Overload as a personal deficiency. Taking personal responsibility for
organizational problems removes the agency from the organization and places it on the
individual. Individual workers, managers, and even leaders do not make decisions in a vacuum,
and except in the case of very authoritarian organizations, communication choices are made
collectively as everyone in the organization works to connect. While some organizations may
dictate how and where some communication must happen, technological advancements are
adopted over time. Individuals who assume the burden of Channel Overload’s negative effects,
as was often the case in the participant pool, are completely unable to change their circumstances
without organizational support.
Organizational change, even when intentional and enacted with leadership and
management support is a slow, arduous process that can take years to fully manifest (Black et al.,
2019; Griffin et al., 2017; Kotter, 2012). Participants who assumed responsibility for Channel
Overload admitted they did not have solutions and were resigned to the idea that they were
facing a challenge they had to solve independently of the organization. CCT suggests that while
it is possible to change and grow, Systems Theory acknowledges that individuals who are
struggling with Channel Overload may need support outside of themselves.
Channel Overload and CA
Communication Apprehension is not limited to oral communication (Leeds & Maurer,
2009) and can manifest across different communication channels (McCroskey, 2001), pushing
some individuals to prefer some channels over others. Individuals who are apprehensive about
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oral communication may excel at writing, texting, or other asynchronous communication
methods. In an organizational setting, CA may cause some individuals to prefer certain methods
of communication, leading to several potential organizational effects. Managers with CA may
avoid channels that they struggle with, a common communication practice, and gravitate to
methods that work well for them. Systems Theory suggests that in this situation, other members
of the organization will need to adapt to leadership preferences, meaning that despite
organizational business rules, CA will be a driving force in organizational channels. Channel
Overload and CA can also intersect in the lives of individuals when they receive a high volume
of communication along channels from which they experience CA and choose to use other
channels.
Practical Implications
Channel Overload is an individual and organizational problem, arises from the use of too
many methods of communication in a particular setting, and is exacerbated by communication
apprehension. Individuals suffer because they cannot keep up with the messaging demands of
modern communication platforms, and organizations suffer through the cumulative effects of
ineffective and inefficient organizational communication. When channels are redundant, used in
ways that upset work-life-balance, or implemented without a reduction of other channels,
individual workers end up caught in the middle.
Organizational Communication Control
During the interviews it was readily apparent that workers and middle managers alike
suffered. Workers on the front lines of an organization, such as cashiers, case managers, or
construction workers, do not have to communicate up and down the organizational chain of
command. Middle managers and those in positions of power can decide what is and is not
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acceptable for their teams and are able to unilaterally implement and manage communication
processes internal to their teams. Many organizations have systems in place or communication
best practices and managers can modify those practices as a privilege of their position in the
organizational hierarchy.
Marjorie, a very pleasant woman in her 60s, freely admits that she is no longer able to
adapt to changes in technology. She started working in case management 30 years ago, before
the internet, with the tools available to her. Marjorie has learned to keep up with the changing
business environment and learned to use computer technology in her early 50s. She can track and
manage her schedule and case-management load and report her time to the accounting
department. What she struggles with is anxiety. She is terrified that one day she will simply not
be able to keep up with the technology and that she will be fired.
Marjorie is a good case manager, and she shared that she has tremendous employee
reviews and a long history of people she has helped. She knows how to sit with women who are
struggling to escape domestic violence, drug addition, gambling, and even prostitution. Marjorie
believes that she is serving God and her calling each day she comes to work. She is also anxious
that she will be too slow to respond through some channel and that despite her skill in case
management she will lose her position.
Marjorie is struggling, not from any personal deficiency, although she has internalized
her problems and takes blame. She is struggling because her organization has created a working
environment that is not tolerant of different communication skills and has a rigid
implementation. Marjorie is not struggling. Her organization is struggling, and as of the
interview with Marjorie, has no intention of changing course.
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Management, CCT, and CA
Individuals have communication strengths and weaknesses (McCrosky & Beatty, 1984;
McCrosky, 2001). Trait Theory posits that people have a predisposition to prefer one method of
communication over others, and that their lived experiences either reinforce or improve those
traits. Communication Competency Theory (Spitzburg & Cupach, 1984) posits that growth is
possible, even in the face of communication traits that present weaknesses. Organizational
communication is at the mercy of the leaders of those organizations, leaders who in their
humanity make choices based on what they think is best in each situation.
Managerial preference is not always the best way to decide, especially in the realm of
communication, as managers and leaders have different rules that govern their behavior. Entrylevel workers are given a set of rules, a schedule, and requirements to which they must adhere.
Managers are able to work around the rules and are able to stretch time in ways that unskilled
labor is not. If an employee is struggling with a communication system, they may have no
recourse other than to work around it or learn how to overcome their problems. Managers, in
contrast can implement new methods of communication, even if the issue is driven by their own
lack of competency or apprehension.
Communication Competency Theory and Communication Apprehension both addresses
why individuals may choose one mode of communication over others (McCrosky & Beatty,
1984; Spitzburg & Cupach, 1984). Generational choices and ideas about immediacy or
synchronicity may also impact communication choices. If a manager is not competent, as is the
case according to Marjorie, they may choose to implement what they know, are comfortable
with, or prefer, regardless of how it impacts an organization. Once implemented, bureaucratic
and cultural change can take years, potentially leaving a poor decision in place that
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disproportionally impacts those with the least power and authority in an organization (Black et
al., 2019; Griffin et al., 2017; Kotter, 2012).
Channel Redundancy
Business owners Carl, Brian, Greg, and Susan all struggle not from poor leadership, but
from a lack of channel boundaries. Each of them feels that they must stay connected 24/7 to their
publics. Fear, anxiety, and general uneasiness marked each of their interviews, as they tried to
explain what it is like dealing with inquiries that come in through a variety of channels. Carl and
Brian have put controls in place and have other people who can help funnel communication
along the ideal channels. Brian has more control than others but makes himself available on
whatever platform suits his community.
Carl and Greg both wished that they could simply streamline the conversation. Susan
shared those concerns and tries hard to keep all her students on one platform. When someone
messages Brian on a channel he does not use, he pushes people to message a different way. Each
of these individuals has a vested interest in communicating, and sole power over their
communication, but makes choices based on what works best for their interests and not their
preferences.
Channel redundancy occurs when multiple channels exist that can carry a given message
to a given recipient. Phone calls, texts, emails, and even popping by someone’s home or office
are all valid ways to share messages. Throughout history each method has been used, and
different cultural norms about communication often dictate when it is appropriate to show up
compared to calling (Ong, 2015). In an organizational setting, channel redundancy can help
people get information they may not always have access to, but it can also muddy the waters.
Consider an experience shared by Ananya, a woman in her thirties who works as a high
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school principal. Ananya manages the schedule of her organization, and can use email, meetings,
posted calendars, Microsoft Teams invites, as well as text messages, group chats, and messaging
platforms. The dominant mode of staff communication is WhatsApp, but it does not feature the
formatting she prefers. When she makes a change to the schedule, she has many methods to
share the information, and often sends the message across multiple channels. Redundant modes
of communication serve the purpose of notifying as many people as possible of the change.
The issue with redundancy is that when there is a precedent of using multiple channels of
communication to relay information that workers, faculty, staff, and students need access, then
there is an expectation that in the future all redundant forms need to and will be used. If
schedules are hung in classrooms, those must be updated. If someone is on vacation this week
but plans to return after their holiday, they may not be aware of the change. Redundancy is
useful, but it can also set an organization up for problems, such as when someone needs to check
multiple places for scheduling information, and when scheduling information is not changed
uniformly, timely, or consistently. Redundancy in this case can reduce organizational confidence
in a channel, and cause distrust such as that experienced by James who just wants to know when
and where to be but has to check several channels just to be sure. Channel redundancy has
benefits as well as drawbacks and shows why intentional organizational communication choices
are good for workers, managers, and leaders.
Efficiency
Managers, leaders, and workers all benefit from efficient work, efficient communication,
and the increase profits from streamlining processes. Many communication channels propose to
improve efficiency, but lack the ability to inherently reduce other channels, or fully integrate into
all aspects of an organizational context without significant buy-in and training at all
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organizational level (Dobosh et al., 2019). Efficiency is hard to improve upon, and gains in
communication efficiency can easily be offset by losses due to ineffective change management,
or complete rejection of new channels (Kotter, 2012). Some communication situations, such as
the cockpit require a high amount of focus, with significant consequences stemming from
inefficient communication (Hartley, 2020). For these reasons organizations looking to grow
should be careful to only implement appropriate changes based on the risk and reward, with full
consideration to potential negative outcomes due to new channel implementation.
Work-Life Balance
Work-life-balance has become the subject of renewed interest over the past few years as
more people worked from home than ever before (Ninaus et al., 2021; Warren, 2021). ICT has
changed the way that workers and managers coordinate efforts and presents a challenge as a
tremendous amount of communication now takes place via smartphones (Ninaus et al., 2021).
Workers, many of whom use employer applications on their phones to manage their time,
communicate, and view training materials, are always connected, creating a possibility for
managers to insert work communication into unpaid after work hours. Workers have little control
over this process, except for the ability to draw boundaries, which may be enforceable or may
result in termination. Again, in this situation, organizational culture is the driving force, and as
discussed earlier, is entirely in the hands of managers or leaders who are held to a different
communication standard.
Christian Leadership
Christians are called to be servants of all, in honor of the way Jesus himself served the
church (King James Bible, 1769/2022, Mark 10:42-45; Matthew 20:26-28; Philippians 2:3).
Christian leaders and Christians who are also leaders, such as the managers and leaders around
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the world who work in secular positions of authority, are held to Biblical standards of conduct. In
this way it is important that organizational communication is leveraged for the good of all and
not in service to the few who hold organizational power. Ethical, moral, and Christian values all
intersect in the person of Christ, who, as an example, precisely used the number of channels
necessary to carry his message.
Servant Leadership
The phrase Servant Leadership was coined by Greenleaf (1970) and is a leadership
perspective that places leaders in positions of service to those they lead. According to Greenleaf
(1970), servant-leaders are primarily focused on service, and the desire to serve or support others
generates further longings to lead. Kouzes and Posner (2017) expanded on Greenleaf’s (1970)
model by building out a framework including their Five Practice Model. Kouzes and Posner
(2017) and Greenleaf (1970) agree that servant-leaders are not in it for themselves, and do not
lead for themselves. The servant-leadership perspective is an excellent framework to enact
Christian leadership principles and values.
Christian servant-leaders are driven by the desire to serve Christ, the Church, and their
neighbors, including those they love and those they do not love (King James Bible, 1769/2022,
Luke 6:27-31, Matthew 5:44-47). Servant leadership is used in Christian churches, universities,
and other para-church organizations as a leadership model aligned with Jesus’s teaching that
works in 21st-century organizational culture (Hylen & Willian, 2020; Krumrei-Mancuso, 2018;
Peng & Chen, 2021). With strong Biblical, academic, and industry support, servant-leadership
has become a common leadership perspective across organizational domains.
Joseph and Gandolfi (2022) traced the roots of service as a leadership modality to ancient
cultures in India, the Middle-East, as well as to contemporary leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther
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King, Jr. Their approach was to examine the history of service as a leadership trait, which they
believe has resulted in modern excitement about an ancient leadership approach (Joseph &
Gandolfi, 2022). Further study could make the same argument about a wide variety of
approaches and applications, including the Old Testament narrative where God called Adam,
Abraham, Moses, and others to serve and lead His people (King James Bible, 1769/2022,
Genesis 2-12, Exodus 3). Servant leadership as a Biblical approach is especially relevant in the
case of Channel Overload, as those suffering under it need leaders interested in serving people
above the bottom line to effect change.
Another Christian leadership principle which is relevant to the problem of Channel
Overload comes from Crouch (2013). Crouch’s position on cultural change revolves around the
idea that culture cannot be created out of nothing, but instead requires intentional action to be
taken to make new culture using the tools and cultural setting of current culture. Leaders who
wish to improve upon the organizational communication culture of their organization could take
this approach and implement slow, intentional communication changes that support workers, and
balance the need for information with the need to protect individuals from Channel Overload
(Crouch, 2013; Kotter, 2012).
Delimitations
Delimitations in this study include limiting the age of participants to 18, requiring that
participants have full-time employment, and that they use at least one form of organizational
communication. The age-based delimitation was enacted as to protect minors from any
unintentional harm caused by the interview, and to limit the scope to adults who are working to
support themselves. Children and teenagers may struggle with Channel Overload, but this
research was focused on uncovering the impact Channel Overload has on organizational
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communication, something that younger workers would not be expected to understand.
Delimiting the study to those employed full-time ensured that participants had significant
exposure to organizational channels in a meaningful way, as part-time workers, especially those
who do not support themselves or others financially may be less impacted by Channel Overload.
The requirement for participants to use at least one form of organizational communication was
chosen to ensure that participants engage in both personal and professional communication
systems.
Limitations
Potential limitations of this study include a lack of ethnic, geographic, and socioeconomic diversity and arise from the use of a convenience sample, social media, and snowball
recruitment. Each limitation is the result of the researcher’s network and featured many
individuals who have similar demo- and psychographic features. Each of these concerns were
addressed in Chapter Four to ensure readers are aware of the limited diversity in the participant
population.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study answered both research questions and provided important qualitative data
building upon previous research on the topic of overload and organizational communication.
Future studies using both qualitative and quantitative methods could further expand what is
known about Communication Overload. Qualitative research could be used to replicate the
current study methods and examine different groups, organizations, or industries. Quantitative
research could be used to uncover how large the problem is, who is aware of it, and if it is
prevalent across sectors. The next section will examine recommendations for future research on
Channel Overload and technological inequality, personal deficiency, and workplace efficiency.
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Technological Inequality
Postman (1993) argued that culture, especially the dominant Western culture of the
1990s, was in a state of decline into technopoly. To him, this meant that those who understood,
controlled, and were insulated from the rest of the world through technological dominance could
enact a technological monopoly over those who did not. Postman (1985) had previously assessed
culture as aligning with Huxley’s (1932) position that pleasure and not control, as suggested by
Orwell (1949), would reign over society as the true power in the future. Neither has truly
emerged victorious or defeated, as it seems both the Huxley (1932) and Orwell (1949) futures
seem to emerge and recede across the globe at any one time.
Postman’s (1993) point is technologically deterministic in nature and does not leave room
for the potential development of a positive future in which technology is ultimately used for
good. The Social Construction of Technology perspective suggestions that humans have agency,
and as this study suggests, can impact an environment when they choose to (Baym, 2015; Bijker
et al., 2012; Oti-Sarpong & Leiringer, 2021). Humans can and do influence culture, technology,
and the implementation of communication technology in the workplace; to abdicate
responsibility as a society for change stands in contrast to the academic spirit of inquiry (Baym,
2015; Black et al., 2019; Griffin et al., 2017). Technology inequality may continue to widen,
technopoly may continue to grow, but agency, especially within an individual’s locus of control,
is still important.
Kunert et al. (2022) suggest that there is a widening technological inequality between the
Global North and the Global South. Technological adoption rates in organizations in the southern
hemisphere are delayed across industries, leaving the populations available for study as they
adopt communication platforms. One potential study could examine how an organization that
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does business in both developed and undeveloped nations manages the technological learning
curve. Additional research on the topic of technological equality could be conducted in rural and
urban areas of the United States and other developed nations. Further studies in larger or
international organizations could examine how technological inequality impacts Channel
Overload. Finally, there is the potential that industry has already overcome the problem in a
different setting, and scholars may learn potential solutions from large organizations operating
on a global scale who interreact with diverse populations possessing different levels of
technological adoption and acculturation.
Channel Overload as Personal Deficiency
A potential area of future study could also be drawn from the most unexpected aspect of
the results of this study: how individuals internalize and take personal responsibility for their
inability to manage or navigate the consequences of Channel Overload. Several participants
experienced significant anxiety related to Channel Overload. Some anxiety came from associated
fears such as the fear of being replaced, being demoted, or not chosen for a project. Other anxiety
emerged in the sense that a participant was not good enough, a failure, not keeping up with the
changing business environment, or was deficient in some other way. Futures studies should
examine this concept further to uncover how vast of a problem it is and see if any other
demographic or psychographic markers are associated with the internalization of Channel
Overload.
Channel Overload’s Other Effects
Channel Overload was experienced as a cumulative effect, with several participants
seeking refuge from all forms of digital communication, meaning that the consequences did not
extend only to the organization and the individual. Channel Overload can, and in several
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participant cases does, harm other connected organizations. Systems Theory suggests that when
an individual system is stressed, as it begins to break down, other connected systems experience
a wider form of stress (Bertalanffy, 1968). In the case of Channel Overload, that could mean that
Marjorie, Greg, or Susan passes their stress on to their families, or other organizations they
support. Potential future study could examine how stress from Channel Overload is distributed
across other systems and impacts the broader community.
Summary
Chapter Five began with a summary and discussion of the study findings, examining
empirical and theoretical literature through the lens of Systems Theory, Communication
Competency Theory, and Communication Apprehension. The practical implications of this study
were reviewed and organizational control, management decisions, channel redundancy, and
work-life balance were considered. Further, Channel Overload was examined through the lens of
Christian leadership, utilizing servant leadership as a model for supporting organizations and
individuals struggling with Channel Overload. Chapter Five then ended with a review of
delimitations, limitations, and recommendations for future research.
Conclusion
This study examined the problem of Channel Overload in the Cybernetic Tradition,
which views communication as information processing (Craig, 1999). Systems Theory
supplemented this framework and positioned the process of multi-channel communication as an
action that impacts individual systems (for example people) as well as larger systems and
organizations, and is compensated for systematically. The purpose of this study was to
understand the challenges faced by individuals and organizations caused by Channel Overload.
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This study was proposed to the researcher’s dissertation committee, reviewed by Liberty
University’s Institutional Review Board, and approved for execution. The interviews were
conducted, transcribed, and coded using NVivo software. Themes which emerged were then
analyzed through the Cybernetic Tradition using Systems Theory to explain the cause-and-effect
relationship between Channel Overload, individuals, and organizations. This study concluded
with a review of the findings, and a discussion of the significance of Channel Overload.
Channel Overload was discovered to be both an individual and organizational problem.
Workers, managers, and small-business owners interviewed in this study agreed that they
personally and organizationally experience Channel Overload, compensate by communicating
less, and are frustrated by current organizational communication culture. The problem of
Channel Overload extended beyond the individual, team, and organizational setting, as even
business owners experienced it in relation to their interactions with the public. Potential solutions
include changes to organizational culture, implementing strategies to limit after-hours
communication, and working collaboratively with all stakeholders in an organization to find
communication methods that work for everyone.
The problem of Channel Overload may evade notice by leaders, as they are insulated
from communication challenges due to their position of authority and their ability to decide what
is and is not acceptable. Just because it has gone unnoticed by some industry leaders does not
mean that scholars cannot serve to shed light on this problem, and to that end future studies were
suggested to examine and potentially rectify the problem of Channel Overload. Overload,
whether it is caused by channels, media, or information, is not solved by continuing the same
practices, and it the researcher’s hope that future generations are less encumbered and more
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enabled to communicate in ways that are supportive, fulfilling, and build as opposed to destroy
interpersonal and organizational relationships.
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APPENDIX A - CONSENT FORM
Title of the Project: Channel Overload: Is less more?
Principal Investigator: Benjamin D. Yarbrough, M.A., Liberty University
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be 18 years old,
employed, and use one form of digital communication in a professional setting. Taking part in
this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.
What is the study about, and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to examine how individuals are impacted and compensate for
Channel Overload in an organizational setting. This study is being done to understand the
phenomenon of Channel Overload, as experienced in the workplace.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Complete a pre-screening questionnaire to validate your ability to participate.
2. Complete a recorded Zoom interview with me, where we will discuss your background,
demographic details, and your professional experience with communication, which will
take approximately one hour to complete.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
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Benefits to society include the potential for increased communication effectiveness, increased
organizational, operational effectiveness, and improved professional relationships.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher and the data transcriber will have access to the records.
•

Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. Interviews
will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.

•

Data will be stored on Nord Locker, an encrypted cloud storage system. After three years,
all electronic records will be deleted.

•

Interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on Nord Locker
for three years and then erased. Only the researcher and transcriber will have access to
these recordings. The transcriber will only have access to the recordings during the
transcription process and will lose access upon completion of the transcription process.
Additionally, the transcriber will execute a non-disclosure agreement affirming their
support for participant confidentiality.
Is study participation voluntary?

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free
to not answer any questions or withdraw at any time.
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What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Benjamin Yarbrough. You may ask any questions you
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact him. You may also
contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Shannon Leinen.
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.
Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.
Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the
study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information
provided above.
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I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio and video record me as part of my participation in
this study.
_________________________________
Printed Subject Name
____________________________________
Signature & Date
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APPENDIX B – SAMPLE PRE-SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE
The pre-screening questionnaire was digitally completed via Typeforms, an online survey
instrument. The following images show the screening process. In order to participate, the
participant had to answer each question with “yes.” If any question was answered “No,” then the
end screen would be shown. Participants who answered each question with “Yes” were then
presented with a screen that collected their email address, followed by a screen thanking them for
their willingness to participate and providing the researcher’s email address. Overall, the
screening questionnaire completion rate was 42.5%, with a total of 79 individuals viewing the
questionnaire, 40 individuals starting the questionnaire, and a total of 17 completions.
Participants who were reached via the snowball method were given the screening questions over
the phone, with a total response rate of 16 and a completion rate of 93.8%. The following images
present the survey questions in the format they were presented to the participants.
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APPENDIX C – INTERVIEW GUIDE
Section 1 – Demographics:
1. Name:
2. Age:
3. Marital Status:
4. Current Family:
5. State:
6. Community Type:
7. Occupation:
8. Employment Status:
9. Employment Setting:
Section 2 – Communication Channel Audit:
1. How many communication channels do you use?
2. How many devices do you communicate with?
3. How many email addresses do you have?
4. How many social networking sites do you use?
Section 3 – Participant Channel Questions:
RQ 1. How are individuals impacted by Channel Overload in the workplace?
1. Describe your current level of communication.
2. Describe how you communicate with friends.
3. Do you ever feel overwhelmed by communication?
4. Do you engage with specific channels but avoid others?
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RQ 2. How do individuals compensate for Channel Overload in the workplace?
1. Describe how you communicate with your professional peers.
2. Describe how you communicate with managers.
3. Describe how you communicate with subordinates.
4. Describe how you manage Channel Overload in your organization.
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APPENDIX D – FACEBOOK RECRUITMENT MESSAGE
ATTENTION FACEBOOK FRIENDS: I am conducting research as part of the requirements for
a Ph.D. at Liberty University. The purpose of my research is to examine how individuals are
impacted and compensate for channel overload in an organizational setting. To participate, you
must be 18 years old, employed, and use at least one form of digital communication in a
professional setting. Participants will be asked to complete a pre-screening questionnaire and
conduct a recorded Zoom interview with me. We will discuss your background and professional
experience with channel overload, which should take about one hour to complete.
If you would like to participate and meet the study criteria, please Click Here to take the prescreening questionnaire, and if approved, schedule your interview.
A consent document will be provided before the interview. If you have any questions, please
message me directly.
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APPENDIX E – LINKEDIN RECRUITMENT MESSAGE
ATTENTION LINKEDIN FRIENDS: I am conducting research as part of the requirements for a
Ph.D. at Liberty University. The purpose of my research is to examine how individuals are
impacted and compensate for channel overload in an organizational setting. To participate, you
must be 18 years old, employed, and use at least one form of digital communication in a
professional setting. Participants will be asked to complete a pre-screening questionnaire and
conduct a recorded Zoom interview with me. We will discuss your background and professional
experience with channel overload, which should take about one hour to complete.
If you would like to participate and meet the study criteria, please Click Here to take the prescreening questionnaire, and if approved, schedule your interview.
A consent document will be provided before the interview. If you have any questions, please
message me directly, or email me.
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APPENDIX E – IRB APPROVAL LETTER

June 10, 2021
Benjamin Yarbrough
Shannon Leinen
Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY20-21-944 Channel OverloadDear Dear
Benjamin Yarbrough, Shannon Leinen:
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulationsand finds your study to be exempt from further IRB
review. This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods
mentioned in your approved application, and no further IRB oversight is required.
Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifiesspecific situations
in which human participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR
46:101(b):
Category 2.(ii). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), surveyprocedures, interview procedures, or observation of
public behavior (including visual or auditory recording).
Any disclosure of the human subjects’ responses outside the research would not reasonably
place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liabilityor be damaging to the subjects’ financial
standing, employability, educational advancement, or reputation.
Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be found
under the Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your study on Cayuse
IRB. Your stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the consent of your
research participants. If you plan to provide your consent information electronically, the
contents of the attached consent document(s) shouldbe made available without alteration.
Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and any
modifications to your protocol must be reported tothe Liberty University IRB for verification
of continued exemption status.You may report these changes by completing a modification
submissionthrough your Cayuse IRB account.
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If you have any questions about this exemption or need assistance indetermining whether
possible modifications to your protocol would change your exemption status, please email us
at irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,

G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office

